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Sherlock Holmes and the Adventure of the Tainted Canister
The death of Dr. Richard Anstruther was not widely reported in the London press and aroused little interest in the city. The man himself had been quite unknown to the public, although his work on tropical diseases (a product of his years in India) had begun to win admirers in the medical community. He left no family in England and few friends, having in his last years shunned society while pursuing his research. Moreover, the manner of his demise was soon determined to be unremarkable. My readers may therefore wonder why these annals of Mr. Sherlock Holmes, the celebrated consulting detective, should contain a case that provided little scope for his rare talents and, indeed, hardly amounted to a “case” at all. My reasons for including it will become apparent as the tale proceeds, as will my reasons for withholding it from publication for so many years beyond my own demise. It is to my readers of the next millennium—if any should by then exist—that I offer this account and final reckoning.
It was early in the summer of 1894, some weeks after Holmes’ triumphant return from the exile that followed his final confrontation with Professor Moriarty. My friend was again out of England at this time, engaged in one of several cases of international importance that occupied him during that eventful year. I had agreed, meanwhile, to sell my practice and return to our old rooms in Baker Street; but the practice’s eventual buyer (who proved to be a relative of Holmes) had not as yet appeared. On that afternoon, a Tuesday, I sat alone in my consulting room, having spent the morning on an errand near the docks at Lambeth. My last scheduled patient had departed, so I was surprised when the maid announced another visitor. It was our long-time colleague, Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard.
I had seen little of Lestrade since his arrest of Colonel Moran for wilful murder. During the time of Holmes’ absence, our relations had gradually become a bit remote. He had genuinely regretted what we both assumed to be the great detective’s death, and for awhile he showed an unexpected courtesy by keeping me apprised of his more interesting cases. After several episodes of suspicious death, he even requested my services as medical examiner; yet, he treated my tentative efforts to put Holmes’ methods into practice with the same tolerant derision he had once shown toward their creator. While, in his better moments, Lestrade might have acknowledged Holmes as his superior, he was not prepared to accept Holmes’ assistant as his colleague. Thus, my participation in his cases grew less frequent, and prior to Holmes’ return I had not seen him for six months. Now, however, he burst into my consulting room with all his old ebullience of manner, and a veiled suspicion beneath the self-importance that I had not experienced before.
“Ah, Doctor! I’m glad not to have caught you at an inconvenient moment. Are there no patients who require your services today? I hope that does not bode ill for your practice.”
“Don’t worry; I had three appointments this afternoon before your arrival: two neuralgias and one incipient consumption. You do recall, Lestrade, that I intend to sell my practice and return to Baker Street?”
“Yes, indeed!” The inspector dropped into the chair I indicated, rubbing his hands together with enthusiasm. “Won’t that strike terror into the hearts of our criminal classes: ‘the world’s greatest private consulting detective’ and his biographer reunited in the old H.Q.! I trust I may continue to be in at the finish of your cases, if only to arrest the miscreants and earn a footnote in your latest opus.”
“You may rely on it,” I assured him smoothly. “You know, of course, that Holmes is on the Continent. I believe that Mrs. Hudson expects him back in London by tomorrow night.”
“Oh, yes, Doctor, we at the Yard keep track of Mr. Holmes. Actually, this time it’s you I need to see. I’m afraid that one of your medical colleagues has met with an untimely end.” He gave me a keen glance, meanwhile accepting my silent offer of a glass of sherry.
“Indeed? And who is the unfortunate?”
“Richard Anstruther. I believe he was a friend of yours.”
“My God, yes!” I collapsed into the chair behind my desk. “Of Mary’s, too. He knew her when she was a girl.” And once asked her to marry him, I might have added, but I saw no reason to impart that fact to the inspector. “We were neighbours near Paddington Station when I first began my practice. He used to see my patients for me when I was away with Holmes.”
“But you’d not seen him for some time.” Although Lestrade appeared to state a fact, his face wore that bulldog look it sometimes got when he had clenched his teeth around some unwarranted assumption.
“Not often since he moved to Brook Street. In fact,” I added, forestalling an impending question, “I decided—quite upon the inspiration of the moment—to visit him last night. I waited at his home for perhaps half an hour, but he did not return.”
“That would explain why we found your calling card in his foyer.” With a reluctant nod, the inspector weighed this explanation. “What time was it when you left?”
“Just after ten o’clock, as I remember. Too late by then to pay a social call.” I could not help smiling at Lestrade’s air of disappointment. “I hope that this agrees with what his butler told you!”
“Of course, Dr. Watson.” Belatedly, it occurred to him that the two of us had captured criminals together for a decade. “And I’m bound to say there’s very little evidence that Dr. Anstruther did not die a natural death. Heart failure, by the look of it.”
“Ultimately, heart failure is the cause of every death,” I noted in my medical capacity. “Was there anything about the body that led you to think otherwise?”
“Nothing definite,” Lestrade parried, before caution fell victim to his natural loquacity. “He died in bed, apparently alone, without any evident wounds or signs of trauma. Pending the autopsy, of course. Based on his condition, I really couldn’t see why Merrick called us in.”
Merrick, Anstruther’s manservant since his days in India, had risen to the dignity of butler when the practice moved to Brook Street. “Well, he was undoubtedly devoted.” I waited, knowing there was something Lestrade had not told me. His face could seldom maintain the wooden impassivity appropriate to his profession.
“He said there was a cry, late in the night.” Grudgingly, the inspector yielded up his clue. “It woke him, but he heard nothing else and fell asleep again almost immediately. He wasn’t sure about the time. Merrick’s old, and his room is located one floor up from Anstruther’s, in the opposite wing. It would have taken more than a half-heard cry to make him get up and investigate.”
“Anything else?” By now, I was flattering myself that not even Holmes could have extracted more information from a police inspector.
“His face. A look of terror, Doctor, such as I’ve not seen on any other corpse that I’ve examined. It fair frightened me, I tell you, even after all these years.”
“Yes,” I admitted, “that result can be disturbing. But it’s far from uncommon in cases of sudden cardiac arrest. If Anstruther woke and found himself in the middle of a heart attack, it could easily account for the cry that Merrick heard. I can’t imagine anything more terrifying.
“Would you like me to examine the body?” I suggested. “Anstruther was rather young for heart trouble, and so far as I know his health was generally good. There may be something to Merrick’s impressions after all.”
“No . . . I don’t think so, Doctor.” Inspector Lestrade’s hesitation was just palpable. “We have our own man looking into it. But I’d be obliged if you’d tell Mr. Holmes about the matter as soon as he returns. We’d like him to examine ‘the scene of the crime’ on Thursday morning.” Lestrade invested this penny-dreadful phrase with a comical significance, signaling that our mutual interrogation was finally at an end. Taking his departure, he shook my hand with no want of cordiality.
“Probably there’s no crime at all,” he chuckled, “but we may as well make use of Mr. Sherlock Holmes, now that he’s come back to us. We at the Yard thank Heaven for it, Dr. Watson, every day.”
“As do I, Inspector.” Closing the door behind him, I extinguished the lamps in my consulting room, pondering our absent friend’s return.
Although the account I had given to Lestrade was accurate enough, there was much more that I could have told him concerning Richard Anstruther. Most of my information came from my late wife, who knew the man for fully half of her brief term on Earth. Mary told me of him soon after we were married. We had just received a note from Anstruther, stating that he had recently purchased another practice in the neighbourhood and asking to make my acquaintance. My new wife seemed both embarrassed and obscurely pleased.
“He is an old friend of mine, you see, John, or—well—perhaps a little more than that. I met him first in Edinburgh, after I caught measles at Mrs. Parker’s boarding house. He was only a medical student in those days, but already quite sure of himself and (in the eyes of a sixteen-year-old girl) terribly dashing. I must admit that my recovery from a simple case of measles was protracted!” She blushed and smiled at me; my own smile was a trifle forced.
“Did you see much of him?”
“Yes, for awhile. I was very young, of course, and we were severely chaperoned. Then my father telegraphed that he was coming home from India; and, as you know, he did come home but disappeared before I ever saw him. After that, I was far too frantic to have thoughts of romance, and Richard and I fell out of touch. I learned, much later, that he had taken his degree and gone to India himself, as an army surgeon. Just as you did in Afghanistan, my dear.”
“And with no lovely young lady at home pining for me, I can assure you!”
“Oh, John! I didn’t pine for him. I didn’t see him for six years, until after he returned from India. By then, he had almost passed from my mind.”
“But you had not from his.”
“Well, no. In the spring of ’85, after I had been with Mrs. Forrester for some time as governess, I heard from him again. Richard wrote that he had left the army and was opening a small practice in Kensington. He asked to visit me, and Mrs. Forrester—who was always very kind—had no objection. In fact, she rather encouraged us, even at the risk of losing her children’s governess.”
“Happily for me, it appears that she did not.”
“Indeed.” Mary now looked more troubled than nostalgic. “Something had changed about him, John. Of course, I was no longer a silly girl myself, so I regarded him with more maturity. But he was different, too. Richard had always been ambitious—telling me of the great medical discoveries that he would make one day—and in India he seemed to have learnt a great deal about fevers. Yet, individual patients no longer seemed to matter to him, as surely they should to any doctor. He talked now of building great clinics and research centers, of inoculating millions against mass epidemics; but never of saving just one man, one woman, one child. There was an arrogance in him that I had never seen before, an impatience to escape the ‘mundane chores’ (his words) of general practice and ‘get on with his career.’ But the kind of career that Richard wanted requires money, and he had none.”
“Nor has he now, I should suspect. He has taken a step backward by leaving Kensington and joining us here.”
“He was always worried about money. His family is rather wealthy, I believe. They have a large estate in northern India, near Darjeeling, and his two brothers are both well up in the I.C.S. But Richard was the youngest son, and apparently he was on bad terms with his father. Then, too, it seems he took to gambling, while out in India, and continued after coming back to England. I’ll tell you one thing about Richard: he never would have said ‘thank God!’—as you did, my noble darling—when I lost the Agra treasure!”
Throwing up her hands in self-disgust, Mary turned away to gaze out our parlour window at the magpies on the lawn. “I shouldn’t speak of him in this way, John, least of all to you. I did love him once, you know, and he very much wanted us to marry. But as time went on, I discovered that I’d never really known him, or—if I had—that he’d become a different man. Not one whom I could ever marry. Finally, I took my courage in both hands and told him so.”
“And how,” I asked gently, joining her at the window, “did he react to your decision?”
“Oh, badly, very badly, especially at first. He had seemed ‘the great research physician’ for so long by then that I didn’t realize he would be so hurt. Yet, in the end, he wished me well and said he hoped one day to be worthy of me. That was almost two years before we met, my dear. I swear to you that I’ve never heard a word from him since then. It seems very strange that he should come here now.”
Yet, when Richard Anstruther did come, he and Mary reestablished a fond, if guarded, friendship that seemed to assuage old wounds without opening any prospect of new ones. Toward me he was cordial from the first, insisting that I call him “Richard,” just as Mary did. In our shared profession, we soon developed a mutual respect, although I could at times see indications of the traits my wife deplored. He could treat patients cavalierly, becoming snappish or overbearing with those who were vague about their symptoms or failed to follow a prescribed course of treatment. But he was a brilliant clinical physician, and as a diagnostician I have never seen his equal.
Except for dinners and an occasional concert, we saw relatively little of Anstruther in a social way. He would sometimes attend the afternoon card parties that Mary loved and I detested. To my surprise, he was fascinated by my detective work with Holmes and even sought an invitation to visit that unsociable creature, although of course my friend did not oblige him.
Before long, Anstruther had volunteered to cover my practice during my many absences from London. Churlishly, I at first suspected some secret intention in his offer, but such unworthy fears proved groundless. During the years that we were all together, there were often moments when I observed a yearning glow in Richard’s eye for his lost love, or a resentful glance—quickly suppressed—at some gesture of tenderness between us. Even so, his conduct never afforded me the slightest reason for objection, or even anxiety, as Mary’s husband. Toward myself I saw only a sincere personal and professional regard; and toward his former sweetheart a restrained, almost brotherly affection that in no way compromised her position as my wife.
Such was our situation by the middle of December in that fateful year of 1891. For me, it had been a dismal season, my first Christmas since the loss of Holmes. My mind inevitably retrogressed to the ghosts of other Christmases, particularly one several years before, when we had scoured London for the Countess of Morcar’s blue carbuncle. Now, the body of my incisive, tireless, and ultimately merciful companion in that search lay somewhere beneath the Fall of Reichenbach. Even with the passing of six months, I still could hardly credit it.
I had called on Anstruther one afternoon to extend my seasonal felicitations, and also to thank him for his gifts to Mary and myself. We expected to present our own to him when he joined us for Christmas dinner, less than a week away. It was, I recall, a cold and windy day, spitting a light snow. Entering the front gate at Anstruther’s, I saw that a tall, elderly gentleman of the military type was just departing. We met on the walkway, but the greeting I intended died in my throat when he turned a baleful glare upon me. Quite unaccountably, the cold, grey eyes above his broad mustache seemed for one moment to hold a furious and unrelenting hatred. As I stared in astonishment, he turned away and passed me by without a word. Recovering on Anstruther’s doorstep, I wondered whether I had encountered the original of Mr. Dickens’ Christmas miser. Then Merrick opened the door and greeted me, and I forgot the man.
Fortunately, Anstruther himself was in fine spirits, having made a discovery that he hoped would greatly advance his work with Indian fevers. He took me to the microscope and began a lengthy discourse on the significance of what I saw. Some of it I failed to grasp at first, and it was nearly an hour before he was satisfied enough to let me go. At the door, he shook my hand with unusual warmth, saying that one day we would do great things together.
“Well,” I chuckled ruefully, “I’ve no doubt of it in your case. Don’t forget to come to Christmas dinner.”
“I shan’t fail the feast. What is Mary serving?”
“Goose, I believe.” With a sadder smile, I added, “It’s in honour of an absent friend.”
“Ah, yes, poor Holmes. I’m sorry that I never got to meet him. Oh, I say, John, wait a moment!” He dashed from the room and returned with a small, square box, neatly wrapped and tied up with red ribbon. “I almost forgot my final present to you.”
“That’s hardly necessary, Richard; you’ve been more than generous already.” Shaking the package in the approved pre-Christmas manner, I heard a rustling within. “May I enquire what it contains, or must I wait for the appointed day?”
“Oh, I don’t wish to make a mystery. It’s a canister of Darjeeling tea, grown on my father’s estate in the foothills of the Himalayas. He always sends a new supply to me at Christmas. It’s practically the only time that we communicate all year.”
“Well, thank you. I, at least, promise to enjoy it.”
“Yes, I remember Mary’s un-English aversion to our national beverage. Pray give her my apologies.” We shook hands again as closer friends, I felt, than we had ever been before.
“How horrid of him!” laughed my wife, when we unwrapped the package. “Still, if it’s from his family’s home in India, I suppose that I must drink one cup. Please take it in to Millie, dear, and ask her to serve it in the breakfast room. There will be more light there on such a gloomy day.”
Shortly afterward, our young kitchen maid (whose inexperience, Mary assured me, would soon progress to ineptitude) struggled in with the heavy tray. She managed to pour her mistress a cup of the Darjeeling without spilling it; but as she turned to me, a log fell in the grate, landing with a loud pop that startled her. The pot slipped from Millie’s hand and shattered on the table’s edge, and within a moment Anstruther’s gift had soaked into our carpet. My ill-disguised amusement earned a stern look from my wife, so I began to mop up while she soothed the flustered girl.
“Please leave that, John. Millie will take care of it, and there’s another teapot somewhere in the kitchen. You shall have a cup tomorrow with your breakfast.”
“Very well, my dear. But you must drink yours now, for I’m sure that poor Anstruther will never persuade you to accept another.”
“Oh, very well,” she sighed; and thus, at my behest, drank down the Darjeeling.
That night, Mary began to complain of a headache and retired early to bed. When I stopped to bid her good-night, she smiled up at me with even more than her wonted sweetness, confiding that we might expect a son by summer’s end.
“Or a daughter,” I replied, taking her hand, for as a physician I had already noted certain signs that allowed me to anticipate her news.
“Oh, no, my dear. I think you must respect a mother’s intuition, even a mother so new to motherhood as I am. I feel quite sure that it will be a son.”
“What shall we call him, then?”
“Anything you like—except ‘Sherlock!’”
But neither my wife’s joyous expectation nor our hope of raising the child together was destined to be realized. The next morning, Mary awoke with a high fever. She passed the day in agony and, late that afternoon, went into convulsions. By nightfall, she was dead. Our son, if son there was, died with her.
Perhaps inevitably, my wife’s death presaged the end of my friendship with Richard Anstruther. On the morning of her illness, I naturally, in view of his experience with fevers, sent an urgent message to his door, only to learn that he had been called away from London. He did not arrive until the following morning, after my wife’s body had already been removed, and I had collapsed in grief upon my bed. Our own physician (who had been as helpless to save Mary as I was) explained the situation to him but declined to disturb me. At the funeral, Richard stood alone and ashen-faced, and I heard nothing from him afterward for nearly a fortnight. When we finally discussed Mary’s symptoms, he questioned me sharply, and I had the impression that he considered our treatment to have been at fault. Whether intentionally or not, my colleague made me feel that the woman we both loved would have survived, had he been there to save her.
From that day, we saw each other with decreasing frequency. Richard sent word, in early spring, that he had decided to sell the Paddington practice. His plan was to abandon general medicine for good and devote himself entirely to research. Hastening to bid him farewell and offer my congratulations on this long-sought outcome, I enquired how it had come about. Rather coldly, he informed me that he had received a large inheritance following his father’s death. In later months, I visited Anstruther twice at his elegant new residence in Brook Street, but he showed such constraint that it was obvious our relationship was at an end. Only Mary’s shining presence had united us, enabling us to bridge our differences and find a common ground. Without her, our continued intercourse served only to remind us of the angel we had lost. Before the end of 1892, I had fallen out of contact with him altogether.
Thus, deprived of both my wife and my two closest friends, my life had suddenly become a lonely one. For awhile, I found consolation in my work as medical examiner for Scotland Yard; but Lestrade’s infrequent summonses, and invariable condescension, seemed to mock the intimate, exciting partnership I had enjoyed with a far superior detective. My practice also had grown stale, so I too left Paddington (not without regret for the house where Mary and I had been happy) and purchased a smaller practice in Kensington. It was, in fact, the same one that had once belonged to Anstruther. His successor was by no means thriving, but I lacked the energy to attempt much of an improvement. Although I treated my new patients conscientiously, they must have sensed my weariness, for their numbers steadily declined. In every way, therefore, this period was the nadir of my existence.
During those long months, Holmes was seldom absent from my thoughts. The necessity of defending his memory from the calumnies of Colonel Moriarty (brother of the “Napoleon of Crime”) compelled me to lay before the public a full and accurate account. As I have noted elsewhere, my “last words” of the great detective—for so I thought them then—were written “with a heavy heart.” Yet, they provided a sense of purpose that I badly needed and kept me from despair. Anger, as I would come to learn, is a powerful restorative.
Then, on an April evening in 1894, while desultorily investigating a murder in Park Lane, I collided with an elderly, deformed book collector. After railing at me for my carelessness, he followed me to Kensington; and, five minutes later, I found myself reunited with Mr. Sherlock Holmes. By midnight, we were ensconced inside a darkened, empty house in Baker Street, watching as Mrs. Hudson (unseen on her hands and knees) pushed a waxen model of my friend’s distinctive profile through the well-lit chambers at 221B. The shadow of “Holmes” was clearly illuminated on the window blind; and Lestrade, with a crowd of policemen, waited in the alley. My heart, no longer heavy, sang within me. A miracle had happened, and my life had been renewed.
Readers of my chronicles will recall the man we caught that night: Colonel Sebastian Moran, former commander of the 1st Bangalore Pioneers, the finest big-game shot in India, and the murderer—with Von Herder’s air gun—of the Honourable Ronald Adair. For Colonel Moran had also been (as I would learn from Holmes’ biographical index of crime) the late Professor Moriarty’s second-in-command—“the second most dangerous man in London”—and was as well the only follower of note to survive his master’s fall.
So much my companion told me as we lounged once more in our familiar sitting-room, after Lestrade had taken the murderer away to Scotland Yard. Yet, as I listened, I was in possession of one fact that had eluded even Sherlock Holmes. When Moran had lain struggling in our clutches, and those fierce, grey eyes had bored again into my own, I recognized the ogre I had met in Richard Anstruther’s courtyard on the day before my Mary died. During the remainder of that sleepless night, my mind for once assembled facts and drew conclusions with a speed and precision that would surely have astounded my friend Holmes. By the hour that morning dawned in Baker Street, I knew what I would do.
However, a considerable time passed before I was able to put my plan into effect. Of more immediate importance were the plans that Holmes and I must make for our own future. We agreed that very morning that I would sell my practice and return to our old quarters, and thereafter I found myself in Baker Street more often than in Kensington. Naturally, I was soon drawn again into Holmes’ investigations. Over the following weeks, there were several cases of unusual interest to keep us occupied. I see (on reviewing my notes for this period) that we thwarted the wicked machinations of the Norwood builder; enquired into the singular experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles; and went aboard the ill-fated Dutch steamship Friesland, where we nearly lost our lives. There was also the strange transformation of the Covent Garden flower girl, the details of which were too horrific to set before the public even now.
Late in June, Sherlock Holmes was called away to Paris. He had responded to a plea from the French government to apprehend the Boulevard assassin, and his eventual success would be rewarded with the Order of the Legion of Honour. For my purposes, Holmes’ absence afforded a long-awaited opportunity for independent action. Although vague, as always, regarding his intentions, he had allowed that he expected to be gone at least a week. I had, therefore, that much time to complete my own investigation, which concerned the murder of Mary Morstan Watson by Dr. Richard Anstruther.
My obvious beginning point was to learn something of Anstruther’s current habits. For such a task, my work with Sherlock Holmes had given me a keen appreciation of the value of disguise. I decided to pass myself off as an invalided soldier in search of employment. Taking the oldest and most tattered of my army jackets, I removed the rank insignia and sewed on corporal’s stripes. With tousled hair, an untrimmed mustache, and a little added dirt, the effect, as I surveyed myself before my bedroom mirror, was reasonably convincing. My attempt at an East End accent might earn me one or two queer glances; but some of my patients in Paddington had come from the labouring classes, and on the whole I felt that I could manage fairly well.
Making my way to Brook Street, I spent that morning and the next among cabbies, carriers, and servants on their off days, besides the mere loafers who haunt every wealthy London suburb. By the second day, I had become friendly with an unemployed carter named Wilson, although of course I called him “Bill.” Once he trusted me—or at least appeared to—he introduced me to an ex-footman of Anstruther’s, who was but recently discharged.
“’ere, Joe,” Bill called out to his comrade. “This gent’s a private dick. ’e wants you to tell ’im all about the great Doc H’anstruther.”
“No, I assure you—“ I began, then caught myself, for my companions were regarding me with knowing grins. Afterward, over a number of pints at the local establishment (naturally paid for by myself), Joe told me everything that I could wish to learn concerning Anstruther.
It seemed that since arriving in Brook Street, the doctor seldom socialized and had few visitors. “Mostly doctors, when anybody comes,” said Joe. “No women—nor boys, neither,” he acknowledged, with a judicious nod. “Old Merrick says ’e’s given up soci’ty since the lady died.”
“His wife?” I could not forebear asking.
“No, mate, someone else’s!” Joe had the temerity to wink at me, and my heart dropped to my boots.
“Aw, h’it wasn’t wot yer thinkin.’ She loved this other doctor bloke, y’see, more than she’d loved H’anstruther, and married ’im h’instead. Merrick said h’it drove our doctor fairly wild. Cursed the fellow h’every day, ’e said, though I never ’eard ’im. Swore ’e’d ’ave ’er back again, and damn the cost! But then she died, y’see, and ’e upped and moved to Brook Street.”
I had, it seemed, learnt something that day about servants’ gossip. “How did you come to lose your place, Joe,” I enquired, “if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Well, sir, where the women are concerned, I’m not such a saint as the good Doctor H’anstruther. There was this little upstairs maid, y’see, named Elsie—”
“Now, Joe,” warned his companion. “You don’t want to go tellin’ no private dick about all that. ’e’ll ’ave you in the clinker, too.”
It appeared that Monday was the only night on which Anstruther routinely left his house. On those occasions, he usually returned quite late. Three days must pass, therefore, before I could take action. That evening, when I returned to Baker Street, Mrs. Hudson advised me that she had received a telegram from Holmes, announcing his arrival home on Wednesday.
Over the week-end, I strongly considered abandoning my plan altogether and laying the matter before Holmes when he returned. I knew, of course, that he would be of great assistance, if only to protect me from the errors that I, acting alone, was bound to make. On several previous occasions in our partnership, one of us had lain in hiding while the other extracted a confession from an unsuspecting criminal. If we could turn the trick again, Anstruther could be charged with murder. It would be one more triumph for the team of Holmes and Watson, one more arrest for Scotland Yard. My wife’s death, and the apprehension of her killer, would become the final episodes (the dénouement, if not the climax) in our destruction of the criminal gang of Moriarty. Then the woman I had loved could pass into the pages of my case book, avenged—like so many others—by the great detective, Sherlock Holmes.
Somehow, this thought only filled me with depression. Yet, there was another reason why I balked at what should have seemed the only proper course to take. Suppose that Anstruther was brought before the bar, based on a confession that Holmes had overheard. Would he be convicted? In any other case, the testimony of so trustworthy a witness would be unimpeachable; but—as any competent barrister for the defence was bound to argue—Holmes was my closest friend. Suppose that Anstruther, in the dock, denied making any such confession. The defence could plausibly dismiss it as a fantasy of my imagination, the product of some wild delusion or vendetta against a former rival for my wife’s affection. And what other evidence had we? The tainted canister of tea (for by now I had surmised that Anstruther had infused its leaves with some poison or infection) had disappeared almost three years ago. Moran, already charged with one murder, would not readily confess to his part in another. In short, there seemed better than an even chance that Richard Anstruther would walk away from Mary’s murder a free man.
No. I had been Mary’s husband, and it was intolerable.
Having reluctantly come to this conclusion, I left early on that rainy Monday morning, bound for Pinchin Lane, near the river’s edge in Lambeth. Here there resided an eccentric old fellow named Sherman, whose dog Toby (“a queer mongrel with a most amazing power of scent,” as Holmes described him) had been of assistance to us in tracking down Jonathan Small, during that memorable case in which Miss Mary Morstan lost one priceless treasure and I gained another as my wife. On other occasions, Mr. Sherman had taken custody of the more exotic creatures we encountered during our investigations. He was a kind and gentle caretaker; but an elephant might easily have vanished among his vast, disorderly menagerie.
I considered disguising myself again for the trip to Lambeth, before recalling that on my initial visit as a stranger, Mr. Sherman had threatened to “drop down a wiper” on my head. On the whole, it seemed better to retain my credentials as Holmes’ agent, even though on this occasion I was acting for myself. It was as Dr. Watson, therefore, that I called at No. 3 Pinchin Lane, where old Sherman was as cooperative as I could have wished. I obtained what I needed without question and returned to Kensington, where I had several patients to see that afternoon before another visit in the evening.
It was shortly before half past nine when I arrived at the imposing Brook Street residence. I rang the bell and wondered what I should say if Anstruther (on that of all nights) had varied his usual procedure and remained at home.
“Why, it’s Dr. Watson!” cried Merrick, upon opening the door. Anstruther’s manservant, now butler, looked even more elderly and frail than I remembered; but his livery was of a quality that he had never worn in Paddington. “How long has it been, sir? It’s good to see you.”
“Good evening, Merrick. I had a call this evening in the neighbourhood” (here I brandished my medical bag for his inspection) “and decided to drop in uninvited. As you say, it’s been far too long since I visited your master. Is he here?”
“Bless you, sir, you’ve come on the only night all week that he goes out. This time it’s whist at the Bagatelle Club, and he’s been gone since seven.”
“What time do you expect him to return?”
“Well, sir, that’s difficult to say. If he wins, it’s usually early, so he might be in at any moment. But these past few months, it’s later and later every week. Some nights, he comes home looking black as thunder!” Too late, Merrick realized that he might be transgressing butlerly discretion. “You’ll pardon me, I’m sure, sir, seeing as how you and Dr. Anstruther are old friends.”
“Of course, Merrick. So you really can’t say when he’ll be home?”
“No, sir.” He added, with a slightly anxious look, “Usually, with your permission, the doctor tells me to go up to bed.”
“By all means,” I agreed. “Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll wait for Richard in the library for, let’s say, half an hour. You can leave a key with me. If he’s not home by then, I’ll let myself out and put the key under the doormat. Will that be acceptable?”
“Oh, yes, sir! Dr. Anstruther will have his key. I’ll say goodnight, then, if there’s nothing more that you’ll be wanting. You remember the way to the library, Dr. Watson?” This last was an afterthought, thrown over Merrick’s shoulder as he tottered down the hall.
“I think so. It’s a large house, you know, Merrick. Much bigger than either of us had in Paddington.” I thought that I heard something then about “bloody lot more house than one man needs!” But he was almost out of earshot, so I may have been mistaken.
In fact, I did recall the library’s location, as well as the general layout of the house. There were two wings; and Anstruther’s bedroom was in this one, on the first floor immediately above the library. Merrick’s bedroom, in the servant’s quarters, was on the second floor of the other wing. For all practical purposes, therefore, Richard and I would be alone when he returned.
I found the library easily and waited for the stipulated time, trying to calm myself by reviewing my diagnoses of the patients I had seen that day. When the clock on the mantelpiece struck ten, I returned to the foyer, scribbled a note upon a calling card, and left it in a salver on a table by the door. Then, on impulse, I opened the door and walked outside, eager for a breath of air. It was a moonless night, but wonderfully clear by London standards. For one solitary moment in eternity, I stood there, gazing at the myriad of stars and offering a prayer for absolution. I did not place Merrick’s key under the doormat, for I intended to pass that way again.
Reentering the house, I removed my boots and carried them, with my medical bag, down the hallway in my stockings, keeping closely to the left-hand wall. In my present state of nerves, I was thankful that no stair creaked when I mounted to the upper floor, although Merrick could not in any case have heard it. Anstruther’s bedroom was indeed where I remembered it; the latch clicked softly as I opened his door and stepped inside. There, the bedside lamp cast a soft glow upon the sheets, which had already been turned back invitingly. Anstruther’s dressing gown and slippers lay ready for his use. On that June evening, Merrick had not lit a fire, so the bedroom was a trifle chilly. That suited my purpose very well. Setting down my boots, I put on my former colleague’s slippers. He was a smaller man than I was, so they were a little tight. Then I unclasped my doctor’s bag, placed it carefully open on its side above the turned-down sheets, and waited. At that hour of the night, every creature seeks out warmth and darkness. Afterward, I took my bag and boots and hid myself next to the fireplace, inside a recessed alcove in the far corner of the room.
It was past two when I heard Anstruther’s step out in the hallway. As the door opened and he entered, the pale lamplight shone full upon his face. Although he wore the apparel of a rich, successful man, the months since our last meeting had not been kind to him. He looked tired, faintly querulous, and older than his years, no longer the dashing young physician of poor Mary’s dreams. Burdened by this knowledge, I stepped out from my hiding place.
Anstruther turned toward me, and his face went white. “My God—Watson! What the devil are you doing here?”
“Is that the way you greet an old friend, Richard?” Having reminded him that we had once been close enough to use our Christian names, I sat down in the chair beside his bed. “Surely you saw my calling card left in the foyer? I must say, you keep extraordinarily late hours for a man engaged in serious research.”
“What do you know of my research?” he sniffed disdainfully, moving to the bed to retrieve his dressing gown. “And what on Earth are you doing in my slippers?”
“I hated to track mud onto your beautiful new carpet. As for your research, I may know more than you suppose. I ought to; you told me enough about the deuced fevers of the Ganges to last me all my life. Allow me to congratulate you on your illuminating article in last month’s Lancet.”
“Humbug! You probably didn’t even understand it. I could barely make you grasp the concept back in Paddington.”
“Well, not at first, perhaps. But I could hardly fail to be impressed by that remarkable demonstration you gave afterward. I would never have believed that so deadly an infection could be transmitted in a cup of tea, but you proved it entirely to my satisfaction.”
“What are you babbling about, Watson? You must be drunk.”
“Oh, come now, Richard. You remember that fine Darjeeling, the special blend from your father’s estate in the Himalayan foothills? It was your Christmas present to us. Mary drank a cup the afternoon I took it home, and the next night Mary died. You must have retrieved the canister during your visit the next morning, because I never saw it after that.”
Anstruther’s face was blotched with rage. “It wasn’t meant for her, you fool! Mary despised tea; I’d known that since I met her. In my wildest fancy, I couldn’t have dreamed that she would choose that day to break a lifelong habit.”
“She drank that tea because it came from you, as you might have known she would. I’m sure that Moran’s plan was to kill the two of us, whatever he told you—or whatever you may have tried to tell yourself since then.”
“Moran!” He started with amazement and sat down abruptly on the bed. At its foot, I saw the counterpane shift slightly. “How do you know about Moran?”
“I saw him leaving your consulting room,” I answered coldly, “on the afternoon you presented me with your accursed tea. Of course, I didn’t know then whom I was seeing. That surprise came later, when Holmes and I caught the good colonel shooting air guns into our rooms in Baker Street.”
“Listen, Watson, you don’t understand.” Rising from the bed, Anstruther paced about the room in agitation. “I had no choice. Moran had been my commanding officer in India, and he knew about my research on the Ganges fevers. I’d lost every farthing I possessed playing whist against that man. I was going to lose my practice, my career!”
“Oh, but your career picked up amazingly after Mary’s death. You went from Paddington to Brook Street, and at last you had the money to finance your research.”
“Well, what of it?” Now he turned to face me with an effort at bravado. “Should I have remained a general practitioner in that dismal little hole in Paddington? I’m not a medical nonentity like you, making my living by dogging the footsteps of the great detective. All I had was talent, but by God I did have that! I finally found a way to make the most of it.”
“And all it cost you was the woman you’d once loved.”
“Damn you for all eternity! I loved Mary Morstan until the day she died. Do you think I haven’t cursed myself with every breath I’ve taken since that day? But my work, man! How many lives will it save in the end—hundreds, thousands, millions? Cannot all those lives together absolve me for the one I took?”
“Only God can tell you that, Anstruther.” To keep myself from striking him, I glanced down at the bed. “But you must not come to me for absolution, or beg me not to add my curses to your own. For when you murdered Mary, you cursed me as well.”
“I’m sure of it, Watson. And that, I can tell you, is my only consolation.”
We were both standing now, glaring at each other with a hatred we no longer bothered to conceal. Then Anstruther turned haughtily away; removed his studs, shirt, and trousers; and put on his dressing gown (ridiculously, it had remained draped across one arm throughout our confrontation), while I relapsed into his bedroom chair. When he turned back to me, there was a smile upon his face.
“Just what do you propose to do about it? Poor Mary’s in her grave, and the fatal Darjeeling is somewhere at the bottom of the Thames. I doubt that Moran will accommodate you by admitting his part in the matter. You’ve no evidence at all. Why, I can have you arrested as a common trespasser, and you can howl your story to the moon!”
“That’s right, Richard. I’ve wasted my time in coming here, except for hearing you confess to murder. So I’ll take myself off now, and you can go to bed.”
He laughed at me incredulously. “You really are mad, aren’t you? I’d never realized it before. Well, get out, then. It’s hardly in my interest to stop you. What are you waiting for?”
“For you to go to bed.”
“You mean right now, before you’ve left?” Perhaps it was a glimmer of foreboding that caused his sneer to fade. “What for?”
“For my amusement. I may as well get something for my efforts as a housebreaker.” At that, I reached into the pocket of my coat and drew out my revolver, an Eley’s No. 2. “Get into the bed, Richard.”
He knew then, although no doubt he simply expected me to shoot him. His hands trembled slightly when he took off the dressing gown; but he nodded to me, as though in resignation, and slipped beneath the turned-back sheets.
The scream was instantaneous, but fortunately not prolonged or loud. Dr. Richard Anstruther had encountered the other occupant of his final resting place. It was a swamp adder, the deadliest snake in India. He died within ten seconds of being bitten. For the rest of my long life, I have tried to convince myself that it was as merciful a death as he deserved.
After my interview with Lestrade the next day, I wrote a note to Sherlock Holmes, to be delivered upon the night of his return. It stated briefly that my friend Anstruther had just died under questionable circumstances, and that Scotland Yard desired him to examine the scene of death as soon as possible on Thursday. I added only that I would wait for him that evening in our rooms in Baker Street. It shames me now to write how much I quailed before the prospect of facing my friend as a malefactor.
It was shortly after four o’clock when I arrived. For half an hour, I was a distrait and graceless host to Mrs. Hudson, who, when she finally left, was no doubt as bewildered as I was. Darkness had fallen by the time that Holmes returned. After one quick glance in my direction, he lit the lamp (which I had neglected), took a pipeful of tobacco from the Persian slipper, and fell into the chair opposite my own. When his pipe was drawing well, he commanded simply: “Tell me.” So I told my friend how I became a murderer, much as I have told it here.
When I had finished, Holmes sighed deeply, but he continued sitting in a silence that I found interminable. The words that finally passed his lips were his own epitaph for another murderous physician.
“’When a doctor goes wrong, he is the first of criminals. He has the nerve, and he has the knowledge.’ My compliments, Watson. You really did it very well.”
Many times over the years, I had hoped for words of praise from Sherlock Holmes, but these were unendurable. I could not answer him. So I merely sat and listened, as wretchedly self-contemptuous as I have ever felt, while he began to dissect my performance.
“It was unexpectedly clever of you to wear Anstruther’s slippers. A good thought, that, although ultimately it was ineffective as a blind. Upon examining the victim’s body, I was able to determine that his slippers did not conform precisely to his feet. And to anyone who really knows you, Doctor, that inward turn of your left foot (the result of your old war wound) is readily apparent, regardless of how—or whether—you are shod.”
“I know.” Somehow, I managed to choke out a response. “I did try to sit as much as possible.”
“Well, no matter. Most investigators would not have noticed it. Lestrade, I can assure you, has no more than a suspicion—and certainly no proof—that Dr. Anstruther was not alone in the bedroom where he met his end.”
“I am relieved, though not surprised, to hear it.”
“Still, I could not tell just how you had done it until I saw the body. The police had removed it from the house—that was necessary to ensure its preservation—but upon Lestrade’s instructions they had postponed the autopsy until after my examination. Thanks be to God, I have taught that man something over these past years.
“A look of horror, Watson, was still upon Anstruther’s face. It recalled so forcefully the terrible visage of Dr. Grimesby Roylott that I divined immediately what you had done. Moreover, the serpent’s fang-marks were still visible upon the left foot of the corpse, once I knew to look for them, and there was also some discoloration of the tissue. It is most fortunate for you that Lestrade’s medical examiner—“
“Davies,” I interjected. “Yes, I was rather counting on him.”
“Well, he is evidently as much an ass as his employer. I am not certain that he would have recognized a python wrapped around the victim’s neck.
“But you could not fool me, Watson,” chided Holmes, shaking an admonitory finger. “Just to make assurance double sure, I followed your tracks to Pinchin Lane this afternoon. Old Sherman confirmed that you had borrowed and returned the Roylott adder—he was curious to learn what I had wanted with it—and I knew that I had made my case.”
“Yes, Holmes,” I acknowledged, “as you so often do. But now I must ask what you intend to do with your solution. Naturally, I shall accept you as my judge—you have done as much for other criminals that we have caught together—but this time I am debarred from my usual role as juror. I must stand mute, my lord, and await your verdict.”
Sherlock Holmes was silent for even longer than before. He sat and inhaled his stimulative tobacco, while I devoutly hoped that mine would not prove to be a three-pipe problem. When he finally answered, it was with words I would recall one day when writing of another of his cases.
“I have never loved,” said Holmes. “But if I loved, and if the woman whom I loved was killed in such a way, and by a man whom she had valued as a friend and suitor; if that same man by killing her had also robbed me of the prospect of a son and heir; then—yes—I think I might have done as you have done. It is difficult for me to say, Watson. As I have told you, all emotion is abhorrent to me, and I have never loved.
“But I do know, Doctor, that I missed your help and counsel during my three lost years of wandering more than I can ever say. I would rather have my friend beside me, here in Baker Street, than to bring another murderer to justice. What is justice? What is law? In our imperfect world, it can hold no remedy for such a case as yours. So God—if He exists—must judge you, Watson, for I find that I cannot. My dear fellow,” he concluded sadly, “I know you well enough to know that you will judge yourself.”
And so I have. For the question that I failed to ask, in deciding to kill Richard Anstruther, is what Mary would have wanted. In my remorse, as in my actions, I am no better than the man I murdered; and remorse for actions taken in cold blood may offer little mitigation in the eyes of Heaven. Yet, if I have been permitted to escape the earthly consequences of my crime; and to lead a productive, full, and even honoured life; then let me now, at the end of it, reveal my guilt within these pages and add one last, terrible chapter to these chronicles of my devoted friend.
I trust that in so doing, I shall cast no shadow on his fame. Sherlock Holmes always insisted that he was not retained by the official police to supply their deficiencies. He lived and worked by his own standards; and while those standards may occasionally have been tempered or suspended, they were always in accordance with the dictates of his heart. For my friend possessed a nobler heart than he would ever have acknowledged, and even now I regard him as the best and wisest man whom I have ever known.
John H. Watson, M.D.
August 14, 1931
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