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Preface
I never considered writing anything but science papers. Not until my family and I moved into a house with a history dating back to 1529. While ripping off all ‘modern improvements’ to restore some of the house’s historic charm, we found a treasure. Hidden underneath the attic’s floorboards, among thick layers of clay, sand, and larch needles were a dozen slender books bound in dark leather. These were the journals of Dr Kronberg.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To
Magnus - husband, lover, brother in arms
 




Part One - Anna
 

History is indeed little more than the register of the crimes,
follies,
and misfortunes of mankind.
E. Gibbon
 

 

I finally found the peace to write down what must be revealed. At the age of twenty-seven, I witnessed a crime so outrageous that no one dared to tell the public. In fact, it has never been put in ink on paper - not by the police, journalists, nor historians. The general reflex seemed to have been to forget what had happened.
I will hide these journals in my old school and beg the finder to make public what they contain. Not only has the crime to be revealed, but I also wish to paint a different picture of a man who came to be known as the world’s most famous sleuth.
 

~~~



Chapter One
 

Summer 1889
One of the first things I learned as an adult was that knowledge and fact meant nothing to people who were subjected to an adequate dose of fear and prejudice.
This simple-mindedness was the most disturbing attribute of my fellow two-legged creatures. Yet, according to Alfred Russel Wallace’s newest theories, I belonged to this same species - the only one among the great apes that had achieved bipedalism and an unusually large brain. As there is no other upright, big-headed ape, I must be human. But I had my doubts.
My place of work, the ward for infectious diseases at Guy's Hospital in London, was a prime example of the aforementioned human bias against facts. Visitors showed delight when entering through the elegant wrought-iron gate. Once on the hospital grounds, they were favourably impressed by the generous court with lawn, flowers, and bushes. The white-framed windows spanning from floor to ceiling of bright and well-ventilated wards gave the illusion of a pleasant haven for the sick.
Yet, even the untrained eye should not fail to notice a dense overpopulation: each of the forty cots in my ward was occupied by two or three patients, bonded together by bodily fluids, oozing either from infected wounds or raw orifices. Due to the chronic limitation of space, doctors and nurses had learned to disregard what they knew about transmission of disease under crowded conditions: it spread like fire in a dry pine forest.
However, everyone considered the situation acceptable, simply through habit. The slightest change would have required the investment of energy and consideration; neither willingly spent for anyone but oneself. Therefore nothing changed.
If I had an even more irascible temperament than I already possessed, I would hold hospital staff responsible for the death of countless patients who had lacked proper care and hygiene. And yet, the ones who entrusted us with their health and wellbeing must share the guilt. It was common knowledge that the mortality of patients in hospitals was at least twice that of those who remained at home.
Sometimes I wondered how people could have possibly got the idea that medical doctors could help. Although circumstance occasionally permitted me to cure disease, today there was no such prospect.
The wire a nurse handed me complicated matters further: To Dr Kronberg: Your assistance is required, possible cholera case at Hampton Water Treatment Works, come at once, Inspector Gibson, Scotland Yard.
 

I was a bacteriologist and epidemiologist, the best to be found in England. This fact could be attributed mostly to the lack of scientists working within this very young field of research. In all of London, we were but three - the other two had been my students. For the occasional cholera fatality or for any other victim who seemed to have been felled by an angry army of germs, I was invariably summoned.
As this call came with some frequency, I had the pleasure of meeting most of the Metropolitan Police inspectors at least once. They were a well-mixed bunch of men whose mental sharpness ranged from that of a butter knife to an overripe plum.
Inspector Gibson belonged to the plum category. The butter knives, fifteen in total, had been assigned to the murder division - a restructuring effort within the Yard in response to the recent Whitechapel murders and the hunt for the culprit commonly known as Jack the Ripper.
I slipped the wire into my pocket and asked the nurse to summon a hansom. Then I made my way down to my basement laboratory and the hole in the wall that I could call my office. I packed a few belongings into my doctor’s bag and rushed to the waiting cab.
 

~~~
 

The bumpy one-hour ride to Hampton Water Treatment Works was pleasant, as it presented views London could not offer: bright sunshine, fresh air, and once in a while a glimpse of the river that still reflected the light. Once the Thames entered the city it turned into the dirtiest stretch of moving water in the whole of England. Crawling through London it became saturated with cadavers from each of the many species populating the city, including their excrements. The river washed them out onto the sea where they sank into the deep to be forgotten. London had an endless supply of filth, enough to defile the Thames for centuries to come. At times this tired me so much I felt compelled to pack my few things and move to a remote village. Perhaps to start a practice or breed sheep, or do both and be happy. Unfortunately, I was a scientist and my brain needed exercise. Country life would soon become dull, I was certain.
The hansom came to a halt at a wrought-iron gate with a prominent forged Hampton Water Treatment Works sign arching above it, its two sides connecting large pillars of stone. Behind it was a brick complex made of two impressively tall towers on either side of a three-storey building.
Londoners had been drinking their own filth for centuries whenever they took water from the Thames within the city. Recurring cholera outbreaks were but one of the many consequences. It took the progressive engineer Thomas Telford more than twenty years to convince the government of the imminent need for clean drinking water. Finally, in 1852 the Water Act was passed and Hampton Water Treatment Works were built.
Roughly half a mile east from where I stood, an enormous reservoir was framed by crooked willows and a variety of tall grasses. My somewhat elevated position allowed me to look onto the water’s dark blue surface decorated with hundreds of small white splotches. The whooping, shrieking, and bustling about identified them as water birds.
I stepped away from the cab and walked past three police officers - two blue-uniformed constables and one in plain clothes, being Gibson. The Bobbies answered my courteous nod with a smile, while Gibson looked puzzled. The other two men I was aiming for were, I hoped, water works employees.
One was a bulky yet healthy-looking man of approximately seventy years of age. His face was framed by bushy white whiskers and mutton chops topped up with eyebrows of equal consistency. He gave the impression of someone who would retire only after falling down dead. And he was looking strained as if his shoulders bore a heavy weight.
‘I am Dr Anton Kronberg. The Yard called me because of a potential cholera fatality in the water works. I assume you are the chief engineer?’
‘Yes, I am William Hathorne. I found the dead man.’
I noticed Gibson huffing irritably. Probably I was undermining his authority yet again. Although this would require a certain degree of learning ability on his part, I was still surprised that he obviously hadn’t yet become accustomed to my impertinence.
‘Was it you who claimed the man to be a cholera victim?’ I asked the chief engineer.
‘Yes.’
‘How did you know?’
He harrumphed, his gaze falling to his shoes. ‘I lived on Broad Street.’
I wondered whether he had lost his wife or a child, since he apparently still remembered the haggard and bluish look of a cholera death.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said quietly.
He nodded in silent response.
Thirty-five years ago, the public pump on Broad Street had infected and killed more than six hundred people, which marked the end of London’s last cholera epidemic. People had dug their cesspit too close to the public pump. As soon as both, pump and cesspit were shut down, the epidemic ceased. How many people would die when a cholera victim floated in the very source of London’s drinking water? I wondered.
‘Did you move the body, Mr Hawthorne?’
‘Well, I had to. He was floating face down in the trench and I pulled him out.’
‘You used your hands?’
‘What else would I use?’
Naturally, Mr Hathorne looked puzzled. While explaining that I wanted to disinfect his hands, I bent down and extracted the bottle of creosote and a large handkerchief from my bag. A little stunned, he let me proceed without protest.
‘You kept your eyes open. I could see that as I came in. Can you tell me who else touched the man?’
With shoulders squared and moustache bristled, he replied: ‘All the police officers and that other man over there.’ His furry chin pointed towards the ditch.
Surprised, I turned around and spotted the man Hathorne had indicated. He was unusually tall and lean, and for a short moment I almost expected him being bent by the wind and sway back and forth in synchrony with the high grass surrounding him. He was making his way up to the river and then disappeared.
I could hear Gibson’s footfall on the dry path and turned around.
‘Dr Kronberg, finally!’ he barked.
‘I took a hansom, I can't fly,’ I retorted acidly. He stopped and I held up my hand to make him wait.
‘Mr Hathorne, did you turn off the pumps?’
‘Course I did, but who knows how long the dead fella was floating in there!’
‘Is it possible to reverse the direction of the water flow and flush it from the trench back into the Thames?’
He considered my question, pulled his whiskers, and nodded.
‘Can you exchange the entire volume three times?’
‘I certainly can, and it won’t even take very long.’
‘Very good, Mr Hathorne, thank you for your help. Inspector Gibson, I will examine the body now, if you please?’
Gibson flapped his hand like a fin and I followed him.
‘I will take a quick look at the man,’ I told Gibson who stomped along in front of me. ‘If he is indeed a cholera victim, I need you to get me every man who touched his body.’
After a moment of consideration, I added: ‘Forget what I said. I want to disinfect the hands of every single man who entered the water works today.’
I knew Gibson didn’t like to talk too much in my presence. He disliked me and my harsh replies. And I was having problems with him, too. I knew he was a liar. He pretended to be hard-working, smart, and dependable, while his constables backed him up repeatedly. Yet, he was still an Inspector at the Yard; and I was certain being the son of someone important had put him there.
We followed a narrow path alongside a broad trench, which connected the river to the reservoir. I had seen it from the cab but now wondered about its purpose — why store water that flows past in great quantities every day? But I was not an engineer and dropped the issue.
The grass was high; if I strayed off path, and I felt compelled to do so, it would tickle my chin. Large dragonflies whizzed past me, one almost colliding with my forehead. Obviously, they were not accustomed to human invasion here. I listened to the chaotic concert of water birds on the nearby reservoir. The nervous screeching of small sandpipers mingled with the trumpeting of swans and melancholic cries from a brace of cranes brought back memories of my life many years ago.
The pretty thoughts were wiped away instantly by a whiff of sickly sweet decomposition. The flies had noticed it, too, and all of us were approaching a small and discarded-looking pile of clothes containing a man’s bluish face. A first glance told me that the corpse had spent a considerable time floating face-down. Fish had already nibbled off the soft and protruding flesh; fingertips, lips, nose, and eyelids.
The wind turned a little, and the smell hit me directly now. It invaded my nostrils and plastered itself all over my body, clothes, and hair.
‘Three police officers are present. Why?’ I asked Gibson. ‘And who is the tall man who just darted off to the Thames? Is this a suspected crime?’
The Inspector dropped his chin to reply as someone behind me cut across with a polite yet slightly bored voice: ‘Inspector Gibson thought the body must have been pushed into the trench. Obviously, a dead man could impossibly climb a fence.’
Surprised, I turned around and almost had to crane my neck to face the man who had spoken. He was more than a head taller than I and wore a sharp and determined expression. He seemed to consider himself superior and exuded an amount of self-confidence that bordered on arrogance. His attire and demeanour spoke of a man who had most likely enjoyed a spoiled upper-class childhood.
Keen light grey eyes pierced mine for a moment, but his curiosity faded quickly. Apparently, nothing of interest had presented itself.
I was getting curious. The contrast between the two men in front of me could not have been greater. Gibson was lacking facial muscles and possessed a lower lip which seemed to serve more the purpose of a rain gutter rather than a communication tool. Almost constantly, he worked his jaws, picked and chewed his nails, and perspired on the very top of his shiny red skull.
‘Mr Holmes, this is Dr Anton Kronberg, epidemiologist from Guy's. And Dr Kronberg, this is Mr Sherlock Holmes.’
Gibson made it sound as though I should know who Sherlock Holmes was.
‘Has the victim has been shoved into the trench, Mr Holmes?’ Gibson squeaked.
‘Unlikely,’ Mr Holmes answered.
‘How can you tell?’ I enquired.
‘There are no marks on either side of the Thames’s water edge…’
Mr Holmes trailed off and I made a mental note to go and check the Thames’s flow to ascertain that a body could indeed float into the trench without help.
Then I noticed Mr Holmes staring at me with narrowed eyes. His gaze flew from my slender hands to my small feet, swept over my slim figure and my not very masculine face. Then his attention got stuck on my flat chest for a second. A last look to my throat and his eyes lit up in surprise. A slight smile flickered across his face while his head produced an almost imperceptible nod.
Suddenly, my clothes felt too small, my hands too clammy, my neck too tense, and the rest of my body too hot. I forced myself to keep breathing. The man had discovered my best kept secret within a minute. Others had been fooled for years. I was standing among a bunch of policemen and my fate seemed sealed. I would lose my occupation, my degree, and my residency to spend a few years in jail. When finally released, I would do what? Embroider doilies?
Pushing past the two men, I made for the Thames to get away before doing something reckless and stupid. I would have to deal with Mr Holmes when he was alone. The notion of blackmailing suddenly appeared very attractive to me. I flicked the thought away for now and forced myself to focus on the business at hand.
First I needed to know how the body could have possibly got into that trench. The grass was intact; no blades were bent except for where I had seen Mr Holmes walk along. I looked around on the ground, Mr Holmes observing my movements.
Only one set of footprints was visible, which must be Mr Holmes’s. I picked up a few dry branches, broke them into pieces of roughly arm’s length and cast them into the Thames. Eight out of ten branches made it into the trench and drifted towards me. A sand bank was producing vortexes just at the mouth, causing my floats to enter the trench instead of being carried away by the much greater force of the Thames. The chance was high that it was only the water that had pushed the body in here.
‘You were right, Mr Holmes,’ I noted while passing him. He did not look bored anymore. As I walked back to the corpse, my stomach felt as if I had eaten a brick.
I extracted the rubber gloves from my bag and pulled them over my hands. Mr Holmes squatted down next to me, too close to the corpse for my taste.
‘Don’t touch it, please,’ I cautioned.
He did not hear me, or else simply ignored my remark; his gaze was already sweeping over the dead man.
The exposed face and hands of the corpse told me he had been in the water for approximately thirty-six hours.
Following a whim, I turned to Mr Holmes. ‘Do you happen to know how fast the Thames flows here?’
He did not even look up and only muttered in reply. ‘Thirty miles from here at the most.’
‘Considering which duration of exposure?’ I asked.
‘Twenty-four to thirty-six hours.’
‘Interesting,’ I was surprised at his apparent medical background, as he correctly assessed the time the man had spent in the water. He had also calculated the maximum distance the corpse could have travelled downstream.
I cast a sideways glance at Mr Holmes and got the impression that this man vibrated with intellectual energy wanting to be utilized.
‘You are an odd version of a private detective? One the police call in? I never heard of their doing so before,’ I wondered aloud.
‘I prefer the term ‘consulting detective’.’
‘Ah…’ I replied absentmindedly as my attention was pulled back to the body. He was extremely emaciated; the skin with the typical blue tinge looked paper thin, most definitely cholera in the final stage. I was about to examine his clothes for any signs of violence when Mr Holmes barked ‘stop!’
Before I could protest, he pushed me aside, pulled a magnifying glass from his waist coat pocket, and hovered over the corpse. The fact that his nose almost touched the large buttons of the man's coat was rather unsettling.
‘What is it?’
‘He has been dressed by someone else,’ he noted.
‘Show me!’
Looking a little puzzled, he handed me his magnifying glass and I took it after pulling my gloves off. The thick rubber hindered my work and made me feel like a butcher. I could disinfect my hands later.
Mr Holmes started to talk fast. ‘The man was obviously right handed - that hand having more calluses on the palms. Yet you will observe greasy thumbprints on the left-hand side of his coat buttons.’
I spotted the prints and put my nose as close as possible and sniffed - corpse smell, Thames water, and possibly the faintest hint of petroleum.
‘I smell petroleum; maybe from an oil lamp,’ I remarked quietly.
Upon examining his hands, I found superficial scratches, swelling, and bruises on the knuckles of the right hand. Probably from a fist fight only a day or two before his death - odd, given his weakness. His hands seemed to have been strong and rough once, but he had not been doing hard work with them for a while now as the calluses had started to peel off. His fingernails had multiple discolorations, showing he had been undernourished and sick for weeks before contracting cholera. He must have been very poor during his last few months, and I wondered where he had come from. His clothes looked worn and too big now, and a lot of debris from the river had collected in them. I examined his sleeves, turned his hands around and found a pale red banding pattern around his wrists.
‘Restraint marks,’ said Mr Holmes. Then he added: ‘The man used to be a farm worker but lost his occupation three to four months ago.’
‘Could be correct,’ I answer. Mr Holmes had obviously based his judgment on the man’s clothes, boots, and hands.
‘But the man could have had any other physically demanding occupation, Mr Holmes. He could as well have been a coal mine worker. The clothes are not necessarily his.’
Mr Holmes sat erect and pulled one eyebrow up. ‘I think we can safely assume that he had owned these boots for at least ten years,’ said he while extracting a foot and holding the shoe next to it. The sole, worn down to a thin layer of rubber containing a major hole where the man’s heel used to be, showed a perfect imprint of the shape of the man’s foot and toes.
‘You examined him before I arrived?’
‘Superficially only; I found it more pressing to investigate how he had entered the trench.’
I nodded, only slightly relieved. ‘Mr Holmes, you have put your hands to your face at least twice, even scratched your chin very close to your lips. This is rather reckless considering that you have touched a cholera victim.’
He looked at me surprised and I passed him a handkerchief soaked in creosote. He wiped himself off with care. Then, without touching the corpse, he bent down low over it and pointed. ‘What is this?’ The genuine interest in his voice was bare of indignation, as if he had not taken offence. I was surprised and wondered whether he did not mind the correction or whether he was so focussed on the examination that he had no time to spend on feeling resentful.
I picked at the smudge he had indicated. It was a small green feather that had been tucked into a small tear just underneath the coat’s topmost buttonhole. I smoothed it and rubbed off the muck, which had almost completely hidden it.
‘An Oriole female. How unusual! I haven't heard their call for many years.’
‘A rare bird?’ asked Mr Holmes.
I looked up at him, ‘Yes, but I can't tell where this feather would come from here in England. I never heard the bird’s call here. The man may have found the feather anywhere and could have been carrying it around for quite a while.’ I trailed off, gazing at the small white quill and the light grey down.
‘The quill is still somewhat soft,’ I mumbled, ‘and the down is not worn. This feather wasn't plucked by a bird of prey or a fox or the like, it was moulted. He would have had it for a few weeks only and must have found it just before he became ill.’
Mr Holmes looked surprised, and I felt the need to explain myself: ‘In my childhood I spent rather too much time in treetops and learned a lot about birds. The quill tip shows that the feather has been pushed out by a newly emerging one; birds start moulting in spring. The further north they live, the later they start. The bird shed this feather in late spring or mid-summer this year. Wherever the man had been is home to an Oriole pair.’
‘Where do these birds live?’ he enquired.
‘Large and old forests with dense foliage and water – such as a lake or a stream, an adjacent wetland would do, too.’
‘The Thames?’
‘Possibly,’ I mused.
The brick in my stomach had become unbearable. ‘Mr Holmes, are you planning to give me away?’
‘Pshaw!’ He waved his hand impatiently. ‘Although I gather it is quite a complicated issue. You don’t fancy going to India, I presume.’ The latter wasn’t as much a question as a statement.
‘Obviously I don’t.’
He probably did not know that obtaining a medical degree in Germany was still forbidden for women. If my true identity were revealed, I would lose my occupation and my British residency, would be deported and end up in a German jail. My alternative, although I did not consider it one, would be to go to India. The few British women who had recently managed to get a medical degree had eventually given in to the mounting social pressure and had left for India, out of the way of the exclusively male medical establishment. To the best of my knowledge I was representing the only exception.
‘I had hoped it would not be as evident,’ I answered quietly.
‘It is evident only to me. I fancy myself as rather observant.’
‘So I’ve noticed. Yet, you are still here, despite the fact that this case appears to bore you. I wonder why that is.’
‘I haven’t formed an opinion, yet. But it does indeed seem to be a rather dull case. I wonder…’ Thoughtfully, he gazed at me and I realised that he stayed to analyse me. I was representing a curiosity!
‘What made you change your identity?’ he enquired and his face lighted up with great interest.
‘That’s none of your business, Mr Holmes.’ My suspicion was confirmed.
Suddenly, his expression changed as his modus operandi switched to analysis and after a minute he seemed to have reached a conclusion. ‘I dare say that guild was the culprit.’
‘What?’
‘As women weren’t allowed a higher education a few years ago, you had to cut your hair and disguise yourself as a man to be able to study medicine. But the intriguing question remains: Why did you accept such drastic measures for a degree? Your accent is evident; you are a German who has learned English in the Boston area. Harvard Medical School?’
I nodded; my dialect and mix of American and British English were rather obvious.
‘At first I thought you lived in East End, but I was wrong. You live in or very near St Giles.’ He pointed a long finger to the splashes on my shoes and trousers. I wiped them every day before entering Guy’s, but some bits always remained.
‘The brown stains on your right index finger and thumb appear to be from harvesting parts of a medical plant. The Milk Thistle, I presume?’
‘Correct.’
‘You treat the poor free of charge, considering the herb which certainly is not used in hospitals. And there’s the location you chose to live - London’s worst rookery! You seem to have a tendency towards exaggerated philanthropy!’ He raised one eyebrow, his mouth lightly compressed. I could see a mix of amusement and dismissal in his face.
‘You don’t care much about the appearance of your clothes,’ he went on. ‘They are a bit tattered on the sleeves and the collar, but surely not for lack of money. You have too little time! You probably have no tailor blind enough to not discover the details of your anatomy, no one you could trust at your home, no housekeeper or maid who could keep your secret. That forces you to do everything for yourself. In addition will be your nightly excursions into the slums to treat your neighbours. You probably don’t fancy sleep very much.’ His voice was taunting now.
‘I sleep four hours on average.’ I wondered whether he noticed that I analysed him, too.
He continued his observations. ‘You are very compassionate, even with the dead,’ he pointed to the corpse between us. ‘One of the little typical female behaviours you exhibit. Although in your case it’s not merely learned - there is weight behind your compassion. I must conclude that you have felt guilty because someone you loved died. And now you want to help prevent that from happening to others. But you must fail, because death and disease are natural. Considering your peculiar circumstances and your unconventional behaviour, I propose you come from a poor home. Your father raised you after your mother died? Perhaps soon after your birth? Obviously there has not been much female influence in your upbringing.’
Utterly taken aback by the triumph in his demeanour, I answered: ‘You are oversimplifying, Mr Holmes.’ Only with effort could I keep my anger under control. ‘It’s not guilt that drives me. I wouldn’t have got so far if not for the passion I feel for medicine. My mother did die and I resent you for the pride you feel in deducing private details of my life. Details I do not wish to discuss with you!’ Now the man’s gaze flickered a little. ‘I have met people like you in Harvard, Mr Holmes. Your brain is buzzing constantly and when not put to hard work you can tear yourself apart. Boredom is your greatest torture.’
His breath stumbled over my words.
‘What do you take when you are bored? Cocaine? It doesn’t help much, does it? Is it playing the cello that can put some order into that occasionally too-chaotic brain of yours?’
I pointed to his left hand.
‘No,’ I decided aloud, ‘for the cello wants to be embraced. You prefer the violin - she can be held at a distance.’
Absentmindedly, he gazed at the faint calluses on the finger tips of his left hand, marks produced by pressing down strings.
‘You are a passionate man and you hide that well. But do you really believe that solving a crime and outsmarting everyone around you is the greatest accomplishment?’
His expression was unfathomable, but his pupils were dilated to the maximum - he was shocked.
I rose to my feet and took a step forward. My face now close to his, I spoke softly. ‘It feels as though a stranger had ripped off all your clothes, doesn’t it?’
Straightening up again I finished: ‘I dearly hope, for your own sake that you will never again have the opportunity to dig in my brain. Have a good day, Mr Holmes.’ I tipped my hat, turned away, and left him in the grass.
 

 




Chapter Two
 

The two constables helped me wrap the corpse in a blanket and place it onto the back of the waiting cab. As soon as the package had been strapped down tight, they hastily put a large distance between the stench and their insulted noses. After the younger of the two was done retching in the grass, I walked up to him, disinfected his hands, and gave him a brotherly clap on the shoulder.
Once I had disinfected everyone else’s hands, the Inspector, Mr Holmes, the corpse, and I took the cab back to London.
Gibson was closing the door as the carriage gave a lurch. He sat down with anticipation seeping off his moist face. ‘Well, it appears we don’t need your services after all, Mr Holmes.’ he huffed. ‘A cholera victim who drowned in the Thames. Wouldn’t be the first time, would it?’ The little snicker he produced sounded like shrivelled peas rattling in a can. I held on to my elbow to make sure it wouldn’t to insert itself into Gibson’s eye socket.
He had referred to the number of unidentified men, women, and children found floating in the Thames in regular intervals, usually amounting to over fifty each month. Some of them did die of cholera. Others died of pointy objects that someone had stuck into their rib cages, throats, or elsewhere. And when no one could spare the money for a funeral, the Thames surely took care of it.
‘It’s not that simple,’ I grumbled.
‘Do you want to tell me the man had been killed, Dr Kronberg?’ groaned Gibson in a patronising tone. I turned and shot him a sharp glance until the blood visibly rose above his collar.
‘There are only few things we know for certain, Inspector. The man most likely died of cholera and floated in the river for one or two days. Both of which he did upstream of London and that is highly unusual. Not to forget the restraint marks on his wrists. Or do you have a sound explanation for any of these facts?’
Gibson did not reply but looked expectant, hoping perhaps I would solve the case for him. Meanwhile, Holmes had refocused his absentminded gaze as if he only now noticed our company. Irritated by the two, I turned away and spoke to the window: ‘I will dissect the body upon arrival at Guy's.’
‘I will assist,’ stated Mr Holmes with delight.
‘Excuse me?’
He did not answer and appeared genuinely interested and almost a little amused. What a most disagreeable person! Next time he wanted to see a curiosity he should go to a circus!
 

~~~
 

We arrived at Guy’s one hour of stale silence later. At the porter’s I asked for a nurse and a cart to help transport the body to the dissecting department, a small red brick building containing an antechamber well equipped with several slabs of marble. We had the place to ourselves as no anatomical lessons were given on Saturdays. That also meant I could disinfect the room with fumes of concentrated acid without having to discuss the issue with curious students.
Gibson took his leave after I had promised to report to him as soon as possible. Later, I would also prepare a report for the home office, stating, in essence, that there was no danger of cholera transmission through London’s drinking water supply.
I provided Mr Holmes and myself with an India rubber apron, gloves, and a mask. The latter was a simple device made of fine, double layered fabric I had invented for such occasions. With the mask covering nose and mouth, dangerous air-borne germs could not infect the man conducting a dissection or surgery - or in my case, the woman. I felt nauseous at the thought that the man next to me knew my secret.
We undid the blanket and heaved the body onto the slab’s polished surface. I glanced sideways into Mr Holmes’s face; it did feel awkward working with him. He noticed my hesitation. ‘Dr Kronberg, I believe I must apol-‘
‘This is not what worries me, Mr Holmes,’ I interrupted anxiously; ‘I’m seriously considering blackmailing you. Unfortunately, you are rather sharp and my chances to win such a game or even find a rancid spot to taint your reputation with are probably close to nil.’
Upon that he chuckled heartily. ‘I suppose your deceit is morally justifiable, although, if exposed, will cause a public outcry. Fortunately, we both have the right to private judgement. Trust me, Dr Kronberg, exposing you to the police appears utterly unattractive to me.’
I peered over the edge of my mask and found his expression to be sincere enough. And yet, the stiffness of my spine would not leave me.
I pushed my fear away and turned back to the matter at hand, fetched a pair of tweezers, and collected the fragments of flora and fauna, which had caught on the body’s clothes and hair, and placed them into a small bowl. Then I cut the man's coat off with a pair of large scissors.
His shirt buttons did not have the grease prints, nor did the buttons of his trousers. He had restraint marks not only on his wrists but also his ankles. I discovered needle punctures on the man's left elbow bend as I cut his shirt off. I pointed out the punctures. Mr Holmes nodded and scanned each new square inch of skin I revealed while undressing the man in front of us.
‘The punctures look professionally done, not like the holes they punch into people in opium dens. He must have seen a medical doctor. Very unusual,’ I observed while picking up my largest knife.
I was not sure about Mr Holmes’s endurance when it came to slicing apart human beings, so I kept half an eye on him while cutting a large letter Y starting at the man’s collar bones and extending down to the pubic bone. Mr Holmes, though, seemed perfectly unmoved by my doings, so I proceed with sawing off the breast bone and part of the ribcage. The odour worsened significantly then. I never got used to the stench of death.
I dissected the lungs, and the pressure exerted on them resulted in the expulsion of pink froth from the corpse’s nose and mouth. My physique was not ideal for a dissection, or rather - I did not have the figure of a butcher. Grunting, I worked the lungs out and into a bowl.
‘As I suspected - the man didn’t drown,’ remarked Mr Holmes upon the fact that the lungs were not filled with water.
‘They contain only a small amount of dust and soot, supporting your assumption the man spent most of his life in the countryside,’ I added. Had he been a Londoner, his lungs would have appeared grey.
The number and size of the coagula inside the man’s abdomen corroborated our assessment of the time of death.
That he had had cholera in the final stage was clear as bright daylight. Additional to the appearance of his skin, his liver was reduced and pale and the gastrointestinal tract empty. Only a small amount of dirty greenish liquid was left.
All organs went into separate bowls, leaving me panting and sweating. By now the apron had taken the function of a sauna and my hands felt like slippery fish inside the gloves.
Mr Holmes bent down low over the corpse, while staring straight into the man's now half emptied abdomen. Obviously, dissections were a great entertainment for him.
I examined the man’s mouth and eyes and saw that his tongue was swollen and impressions of his teeth showed along its edges. I pushed the remains of his eyelids apart and after a moment’s consideration turned to Mr Holmes. ‘What do you make of this?’
He gazed into the milky blue eyes with one pupil as small as a pin prick, the other spanning almost the entire iris.
‘Poison, or possibly a head trauma?’ he wondered aloud.
‘Hmm…’ I answered and examined the man’s skull again, but still could not find any signs of violence.
I took up a smaller knife and made a cut along the hairline, and one from there to the top of his head and down on the back again. Then I pulled the skin to the side of the head and over his face. My hands worked with precision, but my brain revolted. Skinning a human face is another thing I would never get used to.
I got a saw and opened the skull. Great skill was needed to cut only the bones and leave the nerve tissue untarnished.
The brain appeared normal. I extracted the right hemisphere and cut it into slices. Then I took the magnifying glass from Mr Holmes's hand and bent down over the brain sections. Small liquid filled lesions presented themselves.
‘Odd!’ I straightened up and tossed my tools aside. His magnifying glass produced a loud clonk on the slab.
As I leaned with both hands on the marble slab my brain emptied and my eyes flew over the corpse. I wondered what I had missed. After a while I stripped off my gloves and pressed my fingers into the bend of the elbow. The punctures felt a little stiffer than the surrounding tissue. I cut through them and pulled the skin apart. The vein appeared slightly infected.
‘It seems as if the man had had a needle inserted and then left there for a longer time,’ I told Mr Holmes, intrigued.
‘That would make restraints necessary,’ he concluded.
The man’s stomach lay in a bowl next to me. I open the organ and another surprise presented itself: half digested bread and smoked fish, probably eel, swam merrily out of the opening.
‘The man had eaten, although he shouldn’t have had an appetite at all during the final stage of cholera. And yet, he ate a substantial amount! I can see no signs of force feeding in his mouth or oesophagus. Peculiarly, his stomach had cramped shut for probably two or three hours before his death. Although half digested, none of the food made it into the small intestines. Why is that?’ My fingers hammered onto the slab; then I ripped my mask off and my apron, and disinfected myself. ‘Wait here,’ I said before leaving with haste.
Mr Holmes had his eyebrows pulled up as I returned with a box of polished birch wood. I set it on one of the other slabs and extracted a stereomicroscope from it. I wiped its three lenses and both oculars with a silken handkerchief.
‘May I introduce the best microscope you will ever set your eyes upon. Or rather, peer through,’ I said enthusiastically. ‘I found this one in Boston, although it’s a German make. Its secret lies in the stacks of multiple lenses. I never came across a better one. And it had cost me an arm and a leg,’ I explained while extracting liquid from the man’s vein.
I placed a single drop of serum onto a glass slide; tipped a cover slip as thin as a piece of paper onto the drop to flatten it to a thin film of liquid. Then, I fastened the slide onto the holder just underneath the largest microscope lens and inserted a drop of immersion oil underneath. I aligned the small mirror at the bottom of the microscope towards the sun, peered through the oculars, and focussed on the swirling particles.
‘What resolution does it have?’ asked Mr Holmes.
‘With an approximately one-thousand-fold magnification I can see anything as small as two micrometers.’
‘Exceptional!’ he cried out, and I had to smile at the small cells, which had the resemblance of miniscule tennis rackets - ones that were five micrometers long, swam fast, and could kill every warm-blooded vertebrate. I beckoned to him to take a look.
‘Germs!’ he said, intrigued.
‘Yes. It seems you were right, Mr Holmes.’
‘I never mentioned that possibility!’ he protested.
‘Unknowingly, you did. You mentioned poison.’ Upon his quizzical look I added: ‘Germs produce toxins. That’s how they kill.’
‘But cholera is not-‘
‘No,’ I interrupted, ‘he didn’t die of cholera. Although he had it in its final stage, I believe he was already recovering. The food in his stomach indicates that. The deadly blow must have come from tetanus. But I don’t know how he got infected. The needle punctures are only slightly inflamed, and don’t show the typical appearance of a tetanus entry wound.’
Mr Holmes was standing next to me mulling things over silently. I was almost done cleaning up my dissection equipment when he muttered: ‘I need to take that bowl with me,’ indicating the collection of twigs, leaves, and beetles I had picked from the man.
‘How good are you at identifying them?’
‘I dare say the best.’
I could have guessed that much.
He pulled off his gloves, apron, and mask and I showed him how to disinfect himself and the contents of the bowl he wanted to take with him.
‘I suggest we meet Inspector Gibson at my residence tomorrow morning at eight.’
‘Hm...’ I replied.
‘Would that be a problem?’
‘I’ll think about it. I may go to the main quarters directly.’ I avoided looking at him. He turned to leave but then seemed to think otherwise. ‘I assume you wouldn’t tell me your real name?’
Aghast, I shook my head. ‘Don’t try to find it out behind my back, please.’
He looked slightly amused then.
‘Do you want me to find out your address behind your back? Just in case, I mean.’
He slapped his hand against the door frame, ‘221B Baker Street.’



Chapter Three
 

I stepped off the omnibus and just managed to avoid a pile of horse manure on the pavement. Turning around, I spotted the street sweeper. He was leaning onto his broom handle, chewing on something obviously ropy, which he repeatedly picked from the gaps of missing teeth to suck the findings of his archaeological excavation off his fingers. There were a few things that did excel dissections in being unappetising.
I tipped my hat at him, entered the eastern end of Regents Park, and turned north. The bustling of the street behind me gradually dimmed to be replaced by the quiet chatter of couples walking arm in arm and sparrows’ grating chirps.
After a few minutes I reached 221B Baker Street. As its neighbours, the three story house was built of red bricks with its base looking as if it had been dipped into cream. It had large white-framed windows and a smoked oak door. As my hand closed around the cold brass knocker I wondered how much Holmes earned with that odd occupation of his. After a knock and a short moment of waiting, the stout landlady beckoned me in.
I watched my feet climb the stairs while thoughts swirled around in my head like a swarm of mosquitoes. To me, Holmes was a magnet with North and South Pole unified. He knew my secret and could, with a single statement, destroy my life. I did not know whether avoiding him or observing him would be the safer tactic.
Upon reaching the landing I finally lifted my gaze and noticed a small crater in the wall. I probed with my finger, which disappeared entirely. Amazed to have found a bullet hole, I extracted my finger again, brushed the plaster off, and knocked at Holmes’s door.
Gibson opened, I stepped in, and the world changed from polished and gleaming to utter chaos. The ceiling was decorated with stains exhibiting a spray pattern indicative of an explosion. Some spots looked as if acid had eaten into the plaster. I had noticed splotches on Holmes’s hands yesterday but wasn’t able to identify them. Now I knew - the man was a hobby scientist.
Enormous stacks of paper hid the desk, a chair, and most of the mantle piece, where a knife stuck in the nicely carved wood holding a bunch of papers. On top of the marred thing I noticed the photograph of a beautiful woman.
I apologised for being late. Gibson was pacing the sitting room, looking important. Holmes himself was smoking a pipe in an armchair by the fireplace, looking bored. His violin lay on the coffee table as if he had recently played it.
A small and very timid chamber maid with hair the colour of dirty egg yolk served us tea and biscuits. She did not glance at anyone in the room. Slinking here and there, she seemed to go unnoticed by Gibson, who now lowered himself into the other armchair to receive his refreshments.
Holmes was giving Gibson the results of the dissection, but did not elaborate on the twigs and beetles, nor on any other thoughts he entertained on the case.
‘Were you able to identify the man, Inspector?’ I enquired.
He shook his head, showing me his annoyance. ‘No, I already told Mr Holmes I’m afraid it will be entirely impossible. He didn’t have any papers on him and no one who fits his description had been reported missing. I will not waste my time investigating this case. I hope you agree, Mr Holmes.’
Holmes nodded without looking up and Gibson heaved himself off the chair with a satisfied smile.
‘Dr Kronberg, if I have any other questions I will contact you,’ said Gibson and took his leave. I knew he wouldn't and that was just as well.
As the Inspector trampled down the stairs, I stood with my back to the closed door and looked at Holmes. ‘Interesting,’ I noted and he opened his eyes, apparently surprised to see me.
‘Is there anything else, Dr Kronberg?’ His voice was monotonous.
‘Gibson is wrong and you know it.’
Holmes raised one eyebrow and I waved my hand at him, saying: ‘Well, when is he not?’
‘Indeed,’ murmured Holmes with an expression of impatience.
‘My apologies for wasting your time Mr Holmes,’ I produced a warm smile. ‘I only have two questions. Did I miss anything of importance due to my late arrival?’ He shook his head in reply. ‘The second question is: could you find anything of interest in the bowl you took home yesterday?’
‘It was full with insects, leaves, and dirt. Highly interesting,’ he yawned.
His gaze followed mine as I looked at the violin and said: ‘She is on top of the bread crumbs - you played her before Gibson came in. Are you on a case at present?’
He narrowed his eyes and I saw him getting ready for combat.
‘What amused you about the maid?’ he asked calmly.
I smiled, he wanted a diversion. So be it. ‘I was wondering why she was so extremely shy. Whether it could be her inexperience or a problem she has with you. The fact that I wondered at all, was, well… amusing.’
‘Amusing?’ he asked.
‘Mr Holmes, you are the most observant man I ever came across, yet you want me to believe that you don't know the impression you leave on others?’
‘I have a theory, but I am involved and thus not entirely independent in my judgement.’
‘You scare people,’ I stated simply. It was short and hit the nail on the head. He could digest it as he pleased. But Holmes’s response surprised me - he chuckled lightly.
Accidentally, I cast a look at the woman on the mantle piece. His quick eyes followed mine and he said: ‘Another theory I would like to hear!’
Seeing my startled expression he produced a flood of explanations: ‘I noticed you glancing around as you entered. You looked rather taken aback. What a contrast when coming in from that neat staircase. My piles of papers and the spots on the walls and ceiling amused you. I could almost see the pictures of small explosive experiments forming in your head. Very refreshing, indeed! Then you discovered the photograph,’ he pointed to the woman’s picture, ‘and your eyes lingered there for two seconds. You must have formed an opinion.’
He put his hands back into his lap and sat there relaxed while monitoring his surroundings without the slightest movement of his head. The man had very long antennas indeed!
‘I am curious Mr Holmes - if you don’t want to involve me in this case, why not simply ask me to leave? Another thing I was just wondering was whether you ever met someone who learned how to avoid your analytical skills. Someone who could observe you well enough and then avoid being analysed by you, avoid being obvious, so to speak.’
‘You are evading my question.’ He still had that calm voice and I started wondering what could possible rattle his composure.
‘What question again? I must have forgotten it,’ I mumbled and then, seeing him pointing his chin at the photograph, I said softly: ‘Your weak spot.’
Upon that he pulled the corners of his mouth down and looked deeply disappointed.
‘You are reading Dr Watson; how ignorant of me!’ he announced, slapping his forehead.
That was an odd answer. In my mind I scanned through the last publications I had read, but couldn’t remember any by Watson and colleagues. Holmes noticed my confusion.
‘Are you reading the papers occasionally?’ he enquired, a little perplexed.
‘Er... No, not really. What does that have to do with the matter at hand?’
‘If you would have read my friend’s little stories, you would know who Irene Adler is,’ he said, indicating the picture.
‘Your friend writes stories about you in newspapers?’
‘Unfortunately, yes. He’s publishing in The Strand, but that’s of no import-’
‘Is it Dr Watson you live with?’ I interrupted, suddenly curious. I had noticed a worn looking coat hanging next to the door. It was made to fit a stocky man of approximately my height. Also, the two armchairs appeared as if both were regularly used. I could not quite imagine Holmes receiving visitors every day and openly inviting them to wear down his furniture. Probably, his distressed customers preferred to pace the room and ruin the carpet instead.
After a moment of a measuring stare he grumbled: ‘He lives with his new wife now. You are evading my question again.’
I started to enjoy my own sauciness. Besides, I had a plan now.
‘You are rather impatient, Mr Holmes. May I?’ I asked, taking the picture in my hand. He didn’t look too happy but let me proceed and I started walking him through his sitting room.
‘There are a few pictures on the walls, which are almost completely hidden behind that chaos of yours. I should assume they hung there before you moved in and are of no importance to you?’
He raised one eyebrow and I continued: ‘That’s in sharp contrast to her though. She is the only picture on the mantle piece, possibly because you don’t know how to drive a nail into the wall?’
A frown on Holmes’s face indicated he did know how to use a hammer. Good for him. ‘There is all that stuff of yours on the mantle piece, too. If she would be insignificant she would be hidden at least partially. But there she is, in full view. However, she is not someone you are fond of because you never take her off her place. Although I’m not entirely sure you would ever do such a thing even if you would be fond of her.’
Holmes’s appeared very alert now and I, not knowing whether he could sense my plan, put a little more distance between us as I continued my explanation. ‘The frame and the glass are almost completely free of fingerprints. I guess she had been touched once to be put there. The maid cleans your rooms daily. But she’s not very thorough mostly because she doesn’t dare touch your personal belongings.’
Reaching one of the two tall windows next to the fireplace, I opened it and pulled the curtain aside while coughing and taking a deep breath of fresh air. The room was filled with pipe smoke. Inwardly, I was vibrating with excitement and foreboding – I was about to step on a rather fragile tight rope.
‘There is only one possible explanation, Mr Holmes. You dislike the woman, yet you keep her photograph. That can only mean you adore her in an odd way. Considering what I had learned about you yesterday, I conclude that she outwitted you. You are convinced you are the smartest man alive and being outwitted by a woman is more than unacceptable for you. This is your greatest preconception and your weakest spot. You should get rid of it.’
With these last words my hand shot out the window, Holmes inhaled sharply and bent his long body towards me, reaching for Irene.
‘For Christ’s sake!’ he exhaled, as I placed her gently on the outside windowsill. ‘Would you be so kind to tell me what you think of the Hampton man’s death, Mr Holmes?’ I asked.
‘There isn’t much to think,’ he barked. ‘All that’s needed is but a simple calculation: the maximum distance the man could have floated was thirty miles. Before he entered the Thames, he was close to death. He was close to death, can only have contracted cholera at a densely populated place with a lack of hygiene, and he could not possibly have walked very far. It follows that he must have been close to a village or city. There is only one place that fits these facts like a glove fits the hand!’
‘And which place would that be?’
He ignored me, took up the photograph and placed it back onto the mantelpiece.
‘I wonder why you are so observant,’ he muttered after a moment. I opened my mouth to reply, but he held up his hand. ‘Of course! You are behind the veil; the one no one sees but who can perceive everything. You must be observant to protect your life in disguise.’
His back still towards me, he asked: ‘Would you accompany me to Chertsey Meads?’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Do I have to repeat the question?’ he turned around.
‘Is that a pub?’ I joked.
‘It is a wetland.’
I took my time to find the right words. ‘I must confess I feel honoured by your invitation, although I’m not so sure why I would be. However, I also have the feeling that the main reason for your invitation is that you can study me a little longer. That irks me because I am not a curiosity. And your constant probing of my brain is highly annoying.’ I saw him pulling his eyebrows together and asked: ‘Why should I come with you, Mr Holmes?’
The corners of his mouth twitched a little in a hint of a smug smile. ‘Because you enjoyed yourself too much and there is nothing at the moment you would like to do more than to probe my brain for a little while longer.’
 




Chapter Four
 

On the train to Chertsey the landscape whizzed past us unnoticed. To my surprise I enjoyed myself discussing the Whitechapel murders with Holmes. The topic itself was not a pleasant one. Jack the Ripper had killed at least six women. He had cut their throats, sliced their abdomens open, draped their intestines over both their shoulders, and had taken a souvenir with him - usually the victim’s uterus.
Holmes’s opinion of the Yard’s efforts was very low. ‘Every time I received a telegram from the police, the bodies had already been taken away to the morgue, the staff had extracted organs, and sold them as surgical specimens. Of course they never remember what they took and what was already taken! I have serious doubts this murder series will ever be resolved and the culprit found. The incompetence of the responsible investigators, the corruptive medical staff, the sheer number of pseudo-witnesses, and the papers' floods of misinformation will render all investigations futile!’
He looked rather ruffled and I answered: ‘Due to my occupation, I come across a rather large number of stab wounds and one of the peculiar things I noticed was that almost all women with knife wounds in their lower abdomen were victims of attempted rape. And all of those who survived the attack reported the rapist used a knife because he was unable to penetrate them. He was unable to produce an erection. Doesn’t that add a very different angle to the Ripper’s motives?’
Holmes leaned back in his seat and stared out the window. After several long minutes he turned his face back to me and said: ‘The Ripper used several prostitutes, speaking of a high sexual drive. If he indeed was never able to finish a sexual act, he must have accumulated a great amount of frustration.’
Passengers close by started coughing and waging their fingers at us. We ignored their protests. I had my hand over my mouth to hide my grin, but my eyes betrayed me. Upon noticing my amusement, Holmes shot me an indignant glance.
‘My sincere apologies, Mr Holmes, I couldn’t help but think that any other man,’ I leaned forward now and lowered my voice, ‘would have at least felt awkward saying that very same sentence straight into a woman’s face.’
‘As what shall I treat you then, man or woman?’ He said sharply which resulted in full attention of our fellow passengers now turned towards our peculiar conversation.
‘I want to be treated with respect and you did that. Thank you.’ I said it earnestly and with a hint of a bow. There was a long moment of silence, both of us measuring the other until some kind of common ground seemed to be reached.
‘The fact that this one victim was not enough, that he needed to kill more, also tells us a lot about the murderer,’ I added quietly.
‘He craves power,’ noted Holmes
‘He has none otherwise.’
‘Indeed!’ he expelled, ‘everyone searches for the bird of prey when the mouse is the culprit!’
His excitement transformed into thoughtfulness as he commenced staring out the window. The long silent stretches interrupting our conversation did not feel uncomfortable. Neither of us liked small talk.
 

~~~
 

We reached Chertsey and walked down to the meads while the sun painted flickering lights on the tips of the grass.
‘Ah!’ exhaled Holmes, disappointed as we reached the cobblestone street flanking the large wetland. We had expected to find perfect footprints on the paths here, as the ground was always moist. But no man would ever be heavy enough as to leave his traces on the many stones wedged next to each other.
Bent low over the sides of the small street, Holmes strained his eyes to identify potential traces of the Hampton man’s activities. Occasionally, he was on all fours, almost touching the dirt with his nose, the magnifying glass at the ready.
I scanned the meadow. There were the faintest criss-crossing patterns of small animals’ tramplings, discernible only when observing the movement of the tall grass in the wind. I bent down and investigated the base of the grass, where animals had shaped little tunnels to trace their pawprints back and forth while foraging for food. Our progress was depressingly slow and so far without results.
After about a half an hour I got impatient and excused myself. Holmes only grunted in response.
I walked to a nearby willow, took my shoes and socks off, rolled up my trousers and sleeves and climbed the tree. A gap in the foliage allowed a grand view of the whole of Chertsey Meads. I saw Holmes, who was yet again on all fours. The man was quite assertive, I thought. Larks were blaring and a harrier flapped its long black-tipped wings, swaying across the river.
Then I saw it: among the faint animal tracks was one that had several broken grass blades further up. Only a large animal could have produced that. I stuck two fingers into my mouth and blew hard.
Holmes stood erect and looked around. It seemed as if he had just noticed my disappearance. I whistled again and he spotted me.
‘Another twenty-five yards, Mr Holmes!’ I yelled through the funnel of my hands. Instantly Holmes turned and walked the recommended distance. He inspected the ground and the grass for a short moment, cried out in surprise, and darted off towards the Thames.
I climbed down, grabbed my shoes and socks and took a shortcut to the other end of the trail.
The quiet clucking of the river was occasionally drowned out by reed warblers ranting at each other. I was careful not to tread on the trail, but could already see that someone with big boots had walked here. Right next to the river, grass and reed were bent across an area of about two by four yards. He must have rested here. Suddenly I remembered the Hampton man’s shoes. Holmes had shown them to me. But the prints were not identical to the soles I had seen.
‘Wait!’ barked Holmes when he saw me taking a step towards the river’s edge.
He examined the trodden place for only a minute or so and then said: ‘As I had expected.’
‘And what did you expect?’
‘The Hampton man walked, or rather, hobbled only half the distance through the meads. He was accompanied by Mr Big Boots.’ Holmes pointed to the ground next to him. There in the mud were the clear footprints I had seen already. The ones with the holes at the heels were missing.
‘He carried him,’ I noted.
‘That is the only logical explanation. The man could not have flown. Besides, Big Boot’s footprints were significantly deeper as soon as the Hampton man’s footprints disappeared. And here,’ he pointed again, ‘he laid him down.’
There was a faint elongated impression. Its size would fit the Hampton man’s body.
‘The two must have been friends,’ he stated and seeing my quizzical expression he explained: ‘Big Boots carried him and there are no signs of a fight. This allows us to make an assumption only. But here is the simple proof!’ He pointed to the impression of buttocks right next to the longish shape. ‘The Hampton man died while resting his head in his friend’s lap!’
He contemplated for two seconds, stated that there was nothing more to be learned here, and traced his steps back to the cobblestone road.
We walked to Chertsey without finding either man’s footprints next to the roads. Holmes’s plan was to enquire at the local inn whether anyone had seen the two men.
 

~~~
 

We entered a small stone house with “The Meads’ Inn” painted in neat red letters over the entrance door. The inn itself consisted of a tiny room with a mawkish interior design. A woman, whom I suspected to be the decorator and the owner’s wife, beckoned us in. Her eyelids and hands were flapping in unison, probably intended to appear inviting.
Holmes steered us towards a table. We ordered stew and beer and as the woman set it down in front of us, Holmes let a sovereign spin on the polished wood.
‘We are looking for two men who passed through Chertsey Meads the day before yesterday. One was over six feet and eight inches tall, probably supporting the other, who was seriously sick, unusually pale, undernourished, and almost a head smaller than his friend. Both were dressed poorly. Have you seen them by any chance?’
The woman flinched. His demeanour was too policeman-like. She didn’t even look at the money that swirled so promisingly before her eyes.
I threw her an apologetic glance. Holmes hadn’t even introduced us.
‘My apologies, Mrs, I am Dr Anton Kronberg and this is Mr Sherlock Holmes. We are investigating a crime and would be ever so grateful if you could help us.’
Her expression softened slightly.
‘Haven’ seen nuffink!’ she said abruptly, turned around, and disappeared into the kitchen.
‘That went well!’ I mumbled, leaning over my steaming bowl and shovelling stew into my mouth.
Holmes only smiled a little, then turned his attention to his food, and ate it merrily.
‘How could you know how tall Big Boots was? By the size of his shoes?’ I asked.
‘And stride length,’ he noted.
‘Ah!’ I thought about that for a while and added: ‘You can calculate that even if Big Boots had to support the Hampton man? Wouldn’t his stride be shorter due to the effort?’
Holmes talked to his stew. ‘It would be, but in this case the strain did not appear to be significant. As the Hampton man leaned on Big Boots, the latter did not show a sideways tilt of his heels to counteract the force. And we know the Hampton man was very light. Big Boots’s stride length did not change the least even as he started to carry his friend. All these facts indicate that Big Boots was in rather good health, tall, and strong.’
My brain absorbed the information like a hungry cat the milk.
After we had our beer, he announced loudly that he wanted to take his leave now.
The woman hurried back to us, we paid, and Holmes asked casually: ‘You had a burglary?’
She stopped in her tracks. ‘Why, yes! How did ya know?’
Holmes pointed towards the window. The sash was missing, probably taken out for repair. I had noticed it as we came in, but didn’t think of a crime, as a pub’s window panes are chronically threatened by the clientele.
‘Yes… yes… two days ago,’ she stammered.
‘What has been taken?’
‘Food mostly and the oil lamp from over the door,’ she said pointing to the exit.
‘What about clothes?’ I asked. She stumbled backwards and almost slammed into the wall.
‘How did ya… My husband’s coat, but how could ya…?’
‘It is but a simple observation of –‘ I elbowed Holmes to interrupt his explanation. The woman was shocked enough and there was no need to pour more gibberish into her already overloaded brain.
‘Did the burglars leave something behind?’ he asked with an annoyed sideways glance at me.
‘What do ya mean?’ she said, and upon noticing Holmes impatient look she added: ‘No, he hasn’t left nuffink.’
‘Have you seen him?’ I asked.
‘No,’ she said and stomped off into the kitchen.
 

~~~
 

We made our way back to the station and I asked Holmes whether he also had got the impression that the woman was hiding something. He only snorted and said with a taunting look at me: ‘Who doesn’t?’
Once in the train, Holmes asked: ‘Is it possible to contract tetanus without a deep and dirty wound?’
‘Actually, it is. I was thinking about that last night. He could have got tetanus from eating bad or dirty meat. I have seen people eating cats, dogs, and rats, and having not enough patience or wood for cooking them long enough will inevitably result in contracting whatever disease the animal had.’
Holmes’s eyes glazed over and he was silent for a long time. We had almost reached London when he said: ‘We have to find Big Boots. Could he have contracted cholera, too?’
‘Not necessarily.’ I noticed the glint of hope in Holmes’s eyes fading.
‘Would a second cholera victim come in handy to help you solving the case?’ I said coldly and he mirrored my stare. Then he answered: ‘Without Big Boots, it makes no sense investigating the case. There are not enough data.’
After another long silent stretch I asked: ‘Mr Holmes, I’m rather confused. Two men take a walk together to the Thames. One dies of tetanus while having cholera in the final stage and is thrown into the river. The same having restraint marks on wrists and ankles. Both steal food and a coat just hours before the latter is being thrown into the water together with the man who wore it. That makes absolutely no sense to me!’
‘Hm…’ answered Holmes. And that was the last word he spoke until we parted in London.
 




Chapter Five
 

A week after the Hampton incident, I found a man dying on the floor of my ward. All I could do was kneel at his side, caress his head, and wait for the last seizure to release its grip.
Patients curiously gazed at us, muttering anxiously, angrily, or piteously. The man was perfectly still now, but for a barely noticeable vibration of all the muscles in his tense body. His spine was arched far back, his arms pulled to his side, fists clenched, and feet cramped to an almost half-moon shape. His face wore a devilish grin and his eyes were rolled far back into his skull. All about him spoke of great agony. I placed my other hand on his chest. His heart was still beating but the muscle spasms forbade him to breathe.
‘Just one more moment,’ I whispered.
His fluttering heart couldn’t accept its fate.
‘The pain will go away,’ I said gently.
A minute later the strained heart fell silent. No one in the ward dared to speak. The presence of death sealed their lips. Only a few quiet coughs and the whimpering of a child could be heard.
This was one of the hardest things to accept: the moment when death came no matter what I did, and then to let it happen and give both, man and death, peace. And strangely enough, once I accepted it, it gave me peace, too. As if death had touched my shoulder to salute an old acquaintance and to tell me that when he came for me, I would be able to give him that very same friendly salute.
I left the dead man and asked the first nurse I could find whether she knew his identity. It turned out that not a single soul had seen him being delivered. But that was impossible. He couldn’t have walked in by himself. Someone must have helped him.
I spotted the old porter, Mr Osburn, who paced back and forth at the ward’s entrance. He saw me peering in his direction and approached me hastily.
‘What is it?’ I barked and immediately regretted my harsh behaviour.
‘’E’s dead, inn’ ‘e?’ He said anxiously.
‘Yes, he died. Did you know him?’
‘Oh, no!’ Said Osburn shaking his head, his large ears almost flapping. ‘Didn’ know ‘im. Foun’ ‘im on the street, jus’ in front of ter gate.’
‘What?’
He was about to repeat himself, but I cut him off with a flick of my hand. ‘Did you see who dropped him off?’
‘No, docter, am sorry, didn’ see nuffink.’
‘No one walking away? Or a cab driving off?’
He was thinking hard, pulling his left ear, looking fragile. Osburn was a shrivelled old man, friendly and forthcoming, but lonely in his porter house and probably even more so at home.
He pulled himself together and answered in a clear voice: ‘Now that yer mention it, I heard ter crack of a whip. Then ter whinnyin’ of a horse, jus’ a minute afore I heard ter gasping of a man, tha’ man, yer know, and then I found ‘im. An’ got ‘im here.’
‘Why didn’t you tell anyone that you brought him in?’ I tried to say it friendly, but failed. He started stammering.
‘Am sorry, am sorry, I didn’ know what ter do, ‘e were a dyin’ man, yer know, and I jus’… I jus’… put ‘im ‘ere. An’ Billy from ter disinfectors helped, and we didn’ see no docter and no nurses and didn’ know what ter do! I ran around and didn’ find no one, all ter time thinkin’ about tha’ poor man dyin’. And then I came back and you were ‘ere an’… an’… ‘e were dead.’
The old man had tried his best to help and I’d behaved like a snotnose.
‘My apologies, Mr Osburn,’ I mumbled ashamed. He stammered something unintelligible in response and hobbled back to his little porter house.
I asked a nurse to send the body to the anatomy lecture hall and to announce a presentation at four o'clock for students of medicine and bacteriology.
 

~~~
 

I stood in the centre of a room the shape of a semicircle, a single marble slab with a contorted corpse in front of me, and behind it several rows of students. Most of them were familiar to me and the few new ones in the first two rows would soon push back. The room was packed; murmurs and the scraping of feet filled the air.
I coughed and most faces turned into my direction. The ones who knew the rules elbowed the new students who were about to light their cigarettes or pipes, resulting in a short moment of confusion and muttering.
‘Ladies and Gentleman!’ I announced - it was my private bold joke, as only male students were admitted. Not to mention male lecturers. After a short moment the hall went quiet. My reputation here was such that students obeyed the few rules I set: no talking and no smoking or they would have to leave immediately. But they also knew there wouldn’t be a dull moment in the next hour and a half.
‘Today around noon, this man was found at the entrance gate. He had severe muscle spasms and couldn't walk any further. He was brought into the ward for infectious disease and died within minutes. Can anyone tell me the cause of death?’
After a moment, a new student from the front row squared his shoulders and cried: ‘Tetanus!’
I smiled. ‘You might be wrong there.’
He defended himself: ‘With all due respect, Dr Kronberg-’
‘I do hope so, Mister, but I fear you forgot to introduce yourself.’
‘My name is Wallace McFadin.’
‘A Scot! Very well then! I like your music, Mr McFadin, do you play the bagpipes well?’
‘Er... I'm... I don’t play bagpipes.’
‘But you are Scottish?’
‘Yes, I am.’ He was a little red faced now.
‘So if you are a Scot, why don't you play the bagpipes?’
‘Only because I'm a Scot doesn't mean I play the bagpipes!’ He slammed his hand on the table in front of him.
‘Exactly!’ I cried and saw that I had lost him. ‘My apologies, Mr McFadin, I used you for a demonstration. When you meet a Scot he doesn't necessarily play the bagpipes. The same is true for Mr Unknown here.’
I pointed to the man on the slab. ‘He died while exhibiting severe muscle spasms. You can see all the typical tetanus symptoms including the remarkable devilish grin!’
I touched the man’s face and was wondering how many of my students felt repelled, how many pitied the man, and how many were amused by his shocking appearance. I looked back at them and continued. ‘But does that necessarily mean he died from tetanus? No! It doesn't! I urge everyone in this room to be cautious and not let our limited knowledge mask our senses. Just because we think it must have been tetanus that killed the man, doesn't necessarily mean this was indeed the case. Preconception prohibits learning! Only after we have learned all there is to learn, after we have studied and observed, only then can we draw our conclusions. And don't expect that you will always find an answer. If you have done your very best and still can not find an explanation, it is acceptable to admit that you do not know the answer.’
Several students were looking a bit perplexed now. I knew they had learned that superiority goes hand in hand with practicing medicine. This, in my opinion, was all rubbish.
‘You must see yourselves as scientists. And science is a work in progress. As is learning. You are solving a bacterial crime, gentlemen! I know your anatomy professors teach you to view the person you are dissecting as a subject. It is easier to slice apart a thing than a human being. But if you do so, you are ignoring important facts. The man could have died of an infectious disease, which makes him a human being with a significant history. A history that you have to reveal! How else would you identify the causative agent and aid in the prevention of further infections? Read up on Dr Snow’s reports on the last cholera outbreak and how he found the pump on Broad Street as the vector of transmission. The man investigated the history of the cholera fatalities and only that made him successfully prevent any further spreading of this disease! When you wake up in the morning - every morning! - I want you to think of the only thing we know for sure, which is, that we indeed know very little. After you have done so, throw away one of your favourite preconceptions.’
McFadin's colour turned back to a normal shade and he almost looked proud now. Everyone was glued to my lips and the show could begin.
‘Now, if you please,’ I waved them forward. That was unusual for anatomical demonstrations. Normally, students were asked to keep a respectful distance. Not during my lessons, though. I wanted them to observe closely. But I had to keep an eye on the faint hearted ones; it usually helped them when I gave them something to do. But so far, everyone looked brave. ‘Now tell me, what do you observe?’
Several students answered.
‘His clothes are dirty and old.’
‘He is thin.’
‘He is poor.’
‘He has brown hair.’
‘He is about forty years old.’
‘His body is distorted.’
I interrupted: ‘Thank you very much! We can safely assume that the man was poor, has brown hair, and was probably thirty years old. Poverty often makes one look older than one really is. And his body is distorted. Can anyone say where the man came from?’
Everyone shook his head.
‘Exactly. So far, we can't tell.’ I fetched a pair of scissors and cut away trousers, shirt, and underwear. I took off his shoes and placed everything next to the slab on the floor.
‘What can we see now?’ I asked the group.
‘He is naked!’ someone shouted and we all had to laugh.
‘Excellent observation!’ I replied and added: ‘I should have asked my question a little differently: What can we not see?’
That was always the hardest, detecting things that where off-pattern. As expected, no one answered.
‘How do people contract tetanus, typically?’ I hinted.
‘Through dirt in a deep wound,’ someone answered.
‘Do you see any?’ I asked.
The young men craned their necks and after a while they shook their heads.
‘Shall we turn him?’ We did, but no deep wounds on his back either.
‘How else could tetanus enter the body?’ No one answered, so I did. ‘You could eat an animal that had tetanus, for example.’
Suddenly, I remembered the Hampton man. I looked at the man's wrists and ankles but found no restraint marks. Then I checked the bends of both his elbows - nothing. The students looked at me enquiringly.
‘What else could produce these symptoms?’
Silence. Well, most of them hadn’t had toxicology yet, so I answered my own question again. ‘The alkaloid of the Strychnos tree, commonly known as strychnine, killed Alexander the Great, for example.’
Murmur filled the room and I waited for silence before I continued. ‘To be able to distinguish between the two, we have to open the man.’
I moved the table with my utensils closer to the slab and cut a large Y into his torso and abdomen. The first students pushed farther back.
I could not find any infected areas in his gastrointestinal tract, but his heart had a swollen and dark, almost black area. I cut it open and bent down to sniff; it stank. I couldn't explain to my students how tetanus had gotten to the man's heart. We were all mystified. I opened the cranium and sliced the hemispheres in sections. I saw the typical liquid filled lesions that only tetanus would produce and not strychnine. I straightened up and said loudly: ‘It appears that Scots do play bagpipes after all.’ McFadin grinned at me.
After the lesson was over, I sent a wire to Holmes, packed the boots and the pile of clothes in wax paper, and left for home.
 

 




Chapter Six
 

I walked along the buzzing streets, trying to avoid collision with other pedestrians. Street vendors were loudly advertising their goods and a variety of odours wafted through the heavy summer evening air – fish, pastries, blood, urine, and stale sweat. I bought an eel pie and ate it while walking and juggling the package under my arm.
The direct route home would be a three-mile journey, which I usually did not take. I also avoided walking or riding the same route on two consecutive days. It was my way to disconnect my two different lives - male and female. If anyone wanted to follow me from Guy’s to my home, they would have a hard time doing so.
Often, I walked when the weather permitted me to do so; on other days I took either an omnibus or a hansom to some place close to Bow Street.
Today I went by foot. I crossed London Bridge, turned left into Upper Thames Street all the way to Blackfriars Bridge, crossed the river a second time, onto Stamford, crossed it again at Waterloo Bridge, passing The Strand - sometimes I took dinner here, but not today - walked along Charles Street and into Bow Street.
At the back door of the cobbler’s, I climbed up a narrow staircase and went into a dark and low corridor just underneath the attic. I unlocked the small door at the far end and entered a tiny hole in the wall with a window the size of a stamp. Very conveniently, my landlady had poor eyesight, and I could make her believe I used the room as a storage place for costumes. I had told her that at odd times, I or customers of mine would enter, pick a dress of their liking, and leave again. And as these few possessions of mine represented my entire riches and I could not afford losing them, she allowed me to install an extra lock at the door to which only I had a key. An unusual arrangement, but she needed the extra shilling I paid her each week for my secret dressing chamber.
I bolted the door and started my daily ritual. I lighted the two oil lamps standing on either side of a locked wardrobe, slipped the key in and turned. It clicked open and the glass on inside of the door revealed a view of Dr Anton Kronberg, respectable member of the medical establishment, dressed in a sand-coloured cotton shirt, cotton trousers of a darker shade, and patent leather shoes. His hair was combed back into his neck and sleek with makassar oil.
I unbuttoned the shirt, took it off, and draped it over a hanger, then pulled off my shoes, trousers, and stockings, too. I extracted one end of the bandages I had tucked in at my bosom and unwrapped my chest. While rolling the broad cotton strip into a ball, I watched the red stripes on my breasts turn pale. I pulled off the white cotton underpants and smiled at the absurd appendage that stuck out between my legs. I wore a harness with a penis made of finest calf leather. It looked authentic enough as long as no one examined too closely. It had a narrow rubber tube inserted with its other end attached to a leather pouch filled with water. I made sure that every so often one of my male colleagues saw me take a “pee” at the urinal, drowning every doubt about my sex before it could even surface.
Carefully I took my fake penis off, wrapped it in a towel, and stuck it into my doctor’s bag.
I gazed at my naked self and let the fact sink in that I was yet again a woman. Every morning I shed my female part and made myself believe I was a man. To me, it was the only way not to be afraid. I had no time for fear when I was at work. Rather – I had no time for fear at all. It was naivety rather than courage. If my identity were revealed, I would simply start a new life elsewhere. That’s what I made myself believe. There was, though, the one part of my consciousness that kept telling me how hard it would be to let go of all I had accomplished. But I rarely listened.
The left hand side of my wardrobe contained all things female. I pulled on a bodice, stockings, a petticoat, and a simple linen dress. A scarf around my head concealed the fact that my hair was rather short. All in all, I wasn’t worth looking at and yet, once I entered the streets again, it felt as if I had thrown myself onto the market for sexual reproduction. Half the men noticed me; several of the ones I walked past swayed or reached out almost unintentionally just to brush my shoulder or waist. As a woman, I had many more obstacles in my way than as a man.
From Bow Street I turned north and walked the few blocks to my small flat in Endell Street, right in the worst rookery of the British Empire - St Giles.
To me, London was a monster with many heads, or faces, to be more precise. You could stroll down a clean and busy street, but making a wrong turn, you would disappear into a maze of dark and filthy alleys, harbouring millions of rats the size of raccoons. Rodents thrived in the slums more than anything else, as they were the only inhabitants who always had enough to eat. Be it fermenting cabbage, faeces, or cadavers of both animal and human origin. The uninitiated would probably not return, at least not without getting mugged, probably beaten up, and sometimes murdered. Clean water was a rare commodity, as was food, shelter, a warm place in winter, clothes, and basically anything that would make life acceptable. On the other end of the scale were the absolutely quiet and clean upper class areas. Beautifully dressed and well behaved ladies could take strolls with gentlemen in the park without being bothered by the poor and dirty. Here, even the trees and bushes were well groomed. People had enough to eat, and they had servants, who often didn’t have enough to eat.
Every day, my way to and from Guy’s hospital took me through these contrasting areas of London’s rich and poor. Every day I saw the transformation of the city, beautiful villas to filthy bottom-of-the-pit hovels with garbage or battered hats replacing missing windowpanes.
And so did I transform, from the bacteriologist and epidemiologist Anton Kronberg to Anna, medical nurse. I knew that changing identities had its risks, but I gladly took them. In Boston I had lived as Anton only and after three years my own body had become a stranger to me. The lack of a penis was highly bothersome and my breasts were useless and ugly appendages which, at some point, I hid even at night. After many weeks of tightly bandaging my chest, I got a breast infection that threw me down with a dangerously high fever and excruciating pain. I spend a week in bed, naked. After that I could not hide my female identity for much longer than a day. I needed to be Anna, to not lose myself.
 

~~~
 

Once at home, I quickly ate a sandwich and drank two cups of tea. Then I washed the oil out of my hair and the dissection odour from my body and dressed in a black sateen corset, a camisole, a petticoat, and a dark blue silk dress. Looking at myself in the half blind glass at the wall, I saw a woman I barely recognised. My dress poured from a too slim waist down to my feet, both stuck in tightly laced black leather boots. I wore a black velvet hat with a single raven feather stuck in the hat band. Black curls peeked out from underneath, almost reaching my chin. This hairdo was definitely too progressive and onlookers may think I was off to some radical feminist meeting.
But it wasn’t only my hair. Everything about my face screamed oddity at me – the constantly bold sparkle in my green eyes, the too determined black eyebrows, the decisive chin, and the too long nose, all made me look like a bird of prey. As a woman I looked too masculine. As a man I looked too feminine.
I shook my head and snatched the package off the table, took a small handbag, and started south. I had just turned a corner when I heard the flap-flap-flap of naked feet on the ground, hushed voices and whispers of children. They started splitting up to get to me from two different sides. I had to grin.
‘Oy! Is that you guys or a swarm of cockroaches?’ I shouted over my shoulder.
The splattering of feet came to a sudden stop.
‘Anna? Tha’ ya?’ A boy's voice enquired.
‘No! Drat! I'm undercover! I'm disguised as a lady, you idiot!’ I mocked him. Someone chuckled and I turned around to show my face.
‘Ya can’t walk 'round like that!’ Barry sounded concerned and then nodded determined. ‘We give ya protection. Where’d ya wanna go?’ Then he walked up to me and offered his dirty arm. ‘My lady?’ he said poignantly and I laughed out loud, thanked him, and took the offered aid. The kids walked me two blocks to the next cab; I bowed to them for their services to Ladyhood, and took the hansom to Baker Street.
 

~~~
 

Mrs Hudson led me up the stairs and opened the door to Holmes's rooms. Two men were occupying both arm chairs. One was Holmes, who started coughing clouds of pipe smoke the moment I entered. The man next to him was moustached and stocky. He wore a wedding band that looked new. Both had their feet on the coffee table when I entered; they were comfortable together, good friends. This must be Watson. I took off my hat, stepped closer, and offered him my hand.
‘Dr Watson?’
He nodded and squeezed it lightly without saying a word.
‘I am Anna Kronberg. It is a pleasure to meet you, Dr Watson.’
Wordlessly he offered me his chair with a wave of his arm.
‘Thank you, I was on my feet the whole day.’ I sat down. The coffee table would have done it, too, but my dress didn't permit that.
‘My dear Watson, would you give us a few minutes of privacy, please?’ Holmes asked kindly. Watson nodded and retreated into the bedroom.
‘I am truly sorry,’ said Holmes quietly. ‘My fried was in the area and paid me a surprise visit. I told him whom I was expecting tonight and he was positively surprised and very much looking forward to meet you in person; naturally I invited him to stay. I couldn’t know you would come without your usual disguise.’
‘I tricked myself,’ I noted dryly.
‘If I can make a recommendation,’ he said softly, ‘don’t lie to him. He will not reveal your secret to anyone. I would entrust Watson with my life, if necessary.’
‘With how many of your friends did you plan to share my secret, Mr Holmes?’ I asked coldly. His eyes narrowed and he replied in the same cold tone. ‘I did not plan to share your secret with anyone. Although I must admit it was a mistake to assume you would, for your own sake, maintain the male masquerade, and not risk your career out of pure vanity.’
‘Mr Holmes, I beg you to control yourself! My lifestyle is nothing I ever wish to discuss with you. I lived quite safe until I met you.’
His gaze softened a little and he noted: ‘You are free to go.’
He knew I was too curious to let this case slip out of my hands.
‘Dr Watson will surely be shocked?’ I remarked and Holmes grinned.
‘Wonderful!’ I said, trying to disguise the queasy feeling in my stomach. ‘He probably figured it out already at any rate.’ At that, Holmes tipped his head to one side, looking doubtful, but gave a single nod and shouted: ‘Watson, you can come back in!’
‘My dear Watson, this is Dr Kronberg,’ said Holmes as Watson walked into the room.
Watson nodded meekly, obviously shaken and sat down on the coffee table, as there was only that or the floor to sit upon and he needed something to support his buttocks momentarily.
‘You really mean to say that..., that this...’
He was looking at Holmes now.
‘you are...’
He looked back at me.
‘…Dr Anton Kronberg from Guy’s? You can't be serious Holmes!’
He was staring at Holmes again.
‘Have you ever met Dr Kronberg, Watson?’ asked Holmes calmly.
‘Er... in fact, I went to one of his talks on the works of Dr Snow. I mean, one of... her... her talks.’
Watson was completely dumbfounded and I started to feel sorry for the man.
‘Ah! Watson my friend.’
Holmes leaned over to clap his friend on the shoulder.
‘Get over it! Even a man like me has to accept that some women are exceptionally smart!’ Watson shot a wild glance at the mantle piece, noticing the missing picture.
‘You took it away, I thought you were fond of her?’ he said sheepishly.
Holmes ignored Watson’s remark and I decided to swallow my surprise or any comments on that matter.
‘I wonder whether you can tell me anything about the man who wore these,’ I said placing the package onto the coffee table next to Watson.
 

Holmes took it and laid it on his knees, undid the knot, and opened the paper wrapping. He looked at the pile of severed clothes and the two worn boots. He turned them upside down and studied the soles for a second.
‘Mr Big Boots,’ he said. ‘You dissected him today?’
I nodded. ‘He had been found by the old porter of Guy's. The man reported that he heard the whinnying of a horse and the crack of a whip just before he heard the gasps of the man he then found just outside the gate. Together with a colleague he carried him into my ward. Unfortunately, the man died within minutes. I didn't know then he was Big Boots. He was the subject for a lesson I gave today. I saw that he had no entry wound for tetanus and remembered the man from Hampton and checked for restraint marks or needle punctures. I found none. But even if he had had any, they must have healed during the course of a whole week.’
‘But you found something that brought you here, together with the shoes.’
‘Yes, I did indeed. If he had eaten an animal with tetanus, he should have had the infection somewhere in his gastrointestinal tract, but there was nothing of that kind. I thought of strychnine then, until I finally found the tetanus infection. It was in his heart!’
‘In his heart!’ cried Holmes. ‘How could it have got there?’
‘I don't know,’ I rubbed my eyes and uncomfortable thoughts started creeping into my head.
‘What is it?’ Holmes asked me while Watson was still quietly sitting on the coffee table, digesting the fact that I was a female medical doctor, and a well known one on top of it.
‘The man from Hampton hadn't had any infection in his guts either,’ I explained quietly. ‘Well, aside from cholera. But no tetanus infection. Neither of the two men seemed to have taken the tetanus germs orally. For the toxins alone to be lethal, one would have to eat quite a lot of tetanus infected animal. The size of a human, to equal the amount of a lethal dose, I guess.’
‘You did not section the left hemisphere of the Hampton man’s brain,’ noted Holmes.
‘No.’
‘Is there a way to obtain the hemisphere?’
I sighed. ‘Cholera fatalities are burned as soon as possible. The man is ash, Mr Holmes. I am very sorry.’
‘Would someone be as forthcoming as to explain why Dr Kronberg is a woman and why the two of you are investigating a case where, quite obviously, a crime has not been committed?’ said Watson regaining his ability to speak.
 

~~~
 

I could not help but think of the body snatcher business many years ago. Anatomical research needed bodies for dissections, but only hanged murderers were delivered to medical schools. The result was that their bodies had been re-used so often, their remains looked more than just tattered. But when there is a demand, there will be a market. Body snatchers soon figured out that freshly buried people could be dug up in the dead of the night and sold to medical schools. But these few cadavers, mostly old or diseased people, did not suffice…
Holmes and Watson fell quiet and the silence interrupted my train of thoughts. Both were now looking at me.
‘Watson and I were just discussing the curious incident of the non-existent entry wounds. Watson thinks it must be an airborne version of tetanus.’
‘Hum. That could be a possibility, if tetanus germs wouldn't be strictly anaerobic. They peg out when they get a whiff of fresh air.’
Watson coughed, I smiled at him, and he remarked: ‘Well, then someone must have injected it, but that is impossible!’
‘Why would that be impossible, Watson?’ asked Holmes.
‘Because no one could possibly do such a horrid thing!’
I stared into the fire and spoke quietly: ‘How do you think could we learn so much about anatomy in such a short time? History is repeating itself, Dr Watson. Humans always exploited the weak, be it actively or by ignorance. When anatomists needed fresh bodies they got them! How anyone could believe them as they claimed not to have had knowledge that these were indeed murder victims they had procured, is a mystery to me! Some medical doctors even placed orders - pregnant women, children, newborns, and malformed people. And they got these delivered as well!’
I shuddered at the thought of the homeless not daring to fall asleep on the streets. The danger was ever present; someone could suffocate you and cart you off to the next anatomical school. The two men behind me where quietly listening and I continued: ‘William Burke and William Hare had killed seventeen people in Edinburgh in a single year and sold all bodies to Dr Robert Knox, who could convince the authorities that he had no idea they had been murdered.’
I turned around to face the two. ‘How can an anatomist not know he is dissecting a murder victim?’ Both men sat there with eyebrows raised. ‘Then the Anatomical Act was passed, which gave free license to medical doctors to use donated bodies for dissections. Tell me, Dr Watson, who would donate the loved and deceased baby, mother, or husband?’
He did not reply.
‘No one but the poorest, to feed their children, or themselves. Don’t you think the government knew what was going on? Don’t you think they turned a blind eye? Don’t you think they passed the Anatomical Act to make the butchering of paupers legal? Do you really believe that no one would inject a deadly disease into a pauper to test a cure for that very same disease? One worthless life less. Isn’t that an acceptable price to pay for the good of mankind? Mankind, Dr Watson!’
Watson gulped and I changed the topic, turning to Holmes. ‘So what do we do next?’
Holmes needed a few seconds before answering: ‘We? You won't do anything and I will do some thinking.’ With that, he lit his pipe again and leaned back in his armchair. After a moment, Watson and I realised that we had been dismissed.
‘It was nice to meet you, Dr Watson.’ I said down at the street as both of us were about to part.
‘It was, er... interesting, Dr Kronberg, to say the least. May I ask you something?’
‘Yes?’
‘Has your secret ever been discovered?’
‘Yes, by Mr Holmes.’
‘Of course, but I meant by anyone else?’
‘No. People usually believe what they see.’
He gazed at my face for a short moment; it was the first time tonight. He had avoided looking me straight into my eyes throughout the evening.
‘I have the impression I make you feel uncomfortable, Dr Watson. If I offended you, I am very sorry. Please forgive me.’
It took him a moment to answer, but it was something that seemed to upset him greatly.
‘My friend has taken an interest in you!’ He choked the words out, as if the unspeakable had taken hostage of his mouth, had forced his teeth apart to slip though his lips. And he regretted it immediately.
‘Please do not worry yourself, Dr Watson. Mr Holmes’s interest is that of a scientist in his study subject,’ I said as coolly as I could.
 




Chapter
Seven
 

I let the hansom drop me off half a mile from home and walked the rest of the way. Just before entering St Giles I saw a familiar face. It was framed by flaming red hair with a hint of orange on his cheeks and chin. No matter how often he shaved, he always looked stubbly.
I liked that face and the man who wore it - Garret O'Hare, a handsome Irish redhead who didn’t have the faintest idea that half the female population of St Giles dreamed of him.
Like many of my neighbours, he earned his living by stealing whatever he got his hands on and selling it at the pawn broker’s. But in contrast to most of his colleagues, he was exceptionally good at it.
As everyone else here, Garret believed I was a young widow and a medical nurse at Guy’s, which allowed me to give my neighbours much needed medical care. In return, they offered me protection and friendship.
Smiling, he walked up to me.
‘Anna! Ain’t ya pretty!’ said he just before stopping and contemplating. I could see his brain rattling.
 
‘You've not been seein’ another… bloke?’ he enquired, scratching his chin and measuring me from soles to hat band.
I smiled and gazed at his shoes. ‘You have new boots.’
‘Er... yeah. Where’ve ya been?’
‘None of your business, Garret. I'm not asking you where you find all these things, am I?’
‘True.’
He snatched my hand the moment I didn’t pay attention - like a thief, and gazed at the smallness of it in his large and square paw.
‘Ya can’t walk ‘round here lookin’ like that,’ he said, still baffled.
‘I can. Look, I put one foot in front of the other, just like this,’ I started walking away from him. He kept holding on to my hand and followed me.
‘I’ll bring ya home,’ he decided and walked with me. He was so happy; he didn’t say a single word.
‘Thanks, Garrett,’ I said, as we had reached my front door.
‘What’re ya doin’ tonight?’ he asked with a thick voice and Forget-me-not eyes and I noticed the contrast of this gentle face to the forceful rest of him: a bulk of a man with shoulders like a bull’s and sledge hammer fists. I always wondered how he could maintain that occupation of his. How could he sneak through small windows or hide in tiny corners?
‘Don’t know yet,’ I answered.
He wrapped one arm around my waist and pulled me close. I noticed the soapy smell and hid my smile in his shirt.
‘You made plans for tonight?’ I asked through the gap between two button holes.
‘Think so,’ he said softly and pushed the door to the house open.
Together we entered my small room and with his hand resting on the small of my back, he toed the door shut and took a step forward to push me against the wall. He did that carefully. After all, his weight was about three times mine. If he’d wanted, he could squish me like an insect but most certainly that thought had never touched his brain.
He helped me undo the countless buttons on my dress, inhaled a sigh as he peeled it off the black sateen corset. His fingers searched for the corset’s secret opening and I heard his heart thumping wildly as the silk ribbons whispered through the small metal eyes. Tense with anticipation, I listened at the rustling of hands on fabric and the staccato of his breath against my skin.
It was so much easier to get his clothes off; I wasn’t even aware of what my hands were doing until we both were naked. Impatience ignited his eyes and he pressed himself against me and lifted me up without effort. My mouth found his and I wrapped my legs around his waist and urged myself upon him.
In the mirror across the room I saw his broad back glistening in the candle light, and both, man and light moved rhythmically. To me, all about him was gentle and rough at the same time and every so often, he with his orange mane and his coarse tongue and paws, made me think of a lion.
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The candle had almost burned down. Its flickering light painted golden sparks into the curls on his chest. I rolled them around my index finger, lazily, again and again. His ribcage moved up and down - a slow and calming rhythm, and my thoughts started to gallop freely.
I imagined living a normal life. I knew these thoughts were a waste of my time. And yet, I needed to think them, as an experiment of ifs and whys that always brought me back to where I was now.
I had chosen a life in disguise because I wanted to practice medicine. I was the only female medical doctor in London. Not officially, though.
What a man had I become! I was so accomplished in speaking, walking, behaving like a man, that no one ever doubted my sex.
I had split my life in two: the male half, which I maintained during the day - Dr Anton Kronberg, renowned bacteriologist; and my female half at night - Anna Kronberg, a rather fragile looking nurse with a progressively short haircut. But as I lived in the slums where most people made a living with illegal activities, my hacked off hair didn’t really qualify for gossip. My relationship with Garret didn’t, either.
Garret stirred and drew his hand over my back. His face turned towards me and his breath washed over my face. I kissed him and sat up.
‘Isn’t it time?’ I wondered.
‘Huh?’
‘Thieving activities, Garret. It’s past midnight.’
‘Not tonight,’ he mumbled and his gaze fell on my abdomen, his hand followed. He traced the long scar with his fingers and said frowning: ‘When will ya tell me?’
I pushed his hand away and rose to my feet, ignoring the question.
‘Goddammit Anna!’ he groaned, ‘you’re trustin’ me enough to fuck ya and not break ya, but anythin’ else is locked up in that big head o’ yours!’
‘Shut up Garret,’ I replied quietly, ‘I hate it when you call it fucking.’
‘What’s it then? Ya wouldn’ even think o’ marryin’ me.’
‘Aren’t you a hypocrite,’ I hissed at him, his quizzical expression told me he didn’t know what the word hypocrite meant. I didn’t bother explaining. ‘Do you suddenly worry about morals, Garret? Could it be? It is perfectly fine for you to burgle houses and hurt anyone who’s between you and the loot, but lying with me without us being husband and wife is wrong?’
He stared at me, not knowing what to say. It had taken him a while to accept that I did not care to be married. I knew I shouldn’t impose marriage on anyone. Not with me as a wife. I couldn’t even bear children.
‘I never lied to ya!’ He protested.
I gazed at him until his eyes had lost the brutish glint and then answered: ‘Did I ever lie to you? I never pretended I could give you more. On our first night together I told you I wouldn’t be able to answer all your questions. I told you there are things I can not share.’
‘Ya never tell the reasons,’ he croaked.
‘No, I don’t,’ I whispered, and touched his cheek with my fingertips. He looked hurt and about to capitulate.
‘Garret, you are my best friend. Isn’t that enough?’
He picked up my hand and gazed at it, kissed my palm, contemplated for a moment, and then growled: ‘No, it isn’t.’
I was about to push myself away as he, all of a sudden, pulled me closer, wrapped his arms around me, and hoisted me back onto his body. He moulded me onto his chest and fit his mouth onto mine. His helplessness had made him desperate and hungry.
 

~~~
 

Half an hour later the door clicked quietly and Garret tiptoed down the creaking stairs. I sat in my bed and could not bear the itch of the wordless peck he had left on my cheek.
I poured water into the wash bowl and scrubbed my face before washing everything else, then towelled myself off, and pulled the night gown over my head. It fell down to my feet with a rustle.
I quenched my thirst with the water I had left, fetched the tobacco pouch, a bottle of brandy, and a glass.
Sitting in my old armchair, I rolled the tobacco into a fragile piece of cigarette paper and flicked my tongue across it, struck a match on the floor, leaned back, and sucked the smoke into my lungs. The rest of it curled to the ceiling.
Garret would soon have enough of me, I was certain. Our relationship had always been too unidentified for him – it was neither fish nor meat. He had called it “fucking” and that irked me. But why should it?
Yes, why should it.
I wiped the thought away.
The brandy burned itself down my throat and my mind wandered to Guy’s hospital. I had worked there since the day I had arrived in London four years ago.
I smiled at the memories of sweet Mary Higgins. She worked as a nurse one floor above my ward and had been showing me affection for more than half a year without me ever returning it. After a while she had gotten desperate and followed me down to my basement laboratory on a late evening. I had heard her approach from behind and as I turned around it was already too late. She was so close, all she needed to do was to lean in and place a wet kiss on my lips.
She did taste good, I noticed as I pushed her away, begging her to regain reason. I hated hurting her and wondered if that kiss could land her in jail, too. Probably not, as she did not know I was a woman.
Living disguised as a man had given me a radically broader view on humanity. Mankind! I could observe men and women in their roles, while adopting the one or the other disguise and enter either world of social restrictions and behaviour. Sometimes I felt the insane urge to tell them all to cross-dress. How would the world change?, I wondered.
I did wonder rather too much and had always asked too many questions. Maybe my motive for becoming a scientist was to find reason in all this chaos - I never felt I belonged to the human race.
I rolled a second cigarette and poured another brandy. The night was getting chilly. I hugged my knees and gazed at the ceiling.
Holmes invaded my calm mind then. How strange the man was, I thought and almost had to snort. Was it not me, who was the oddity?
I buried my face in my hands as the facts rolled over me: I was a woman who masqueraded as a man. I was a scientist and a medical doctor who was occasionally consulted by Scotland Yard. And I was trying to solve a crime of which the Yard had no knowledge, and working on that same case with Sherlock Holmes, while fucking a highly accomplished thief, who believed I was a nurse. And I owned a penis on straps, which now lay wrapped in a towel inside my doctor’s bag.
I tipped the brandy into my mouth, flicked the cigarette into the fireplace, and again accepted the fact that I was not normal.
I wondered onto which shore life would puke me up some day.
 

~~~
 

I was attending to patients as Wallace McFadin showed up, red faced again. But this time he was excited.
‘Dr Kronberg!’ He called from the entrance of the ward. I gestured to him to be quiet; one can not just run into a room full of sick and half asleep patients.
‘My apologies! Me and another student, Farley, we found something!’
He rummaged in his pockets to extract a small piece of paper.
‘You said we should observe everything, to find out about the history. The man you dissected a week ago - Farley and I had his right lower arm and hand for today's anatomy lesson. The others got all the other parts and I saw his head and torso, so I knew it was him.’
McFadin was talking rather fast.
‘So, we started dissecting his hand, he still had it balled up into a fist, and then we found this!’
He waved the piece of paper in front of my nose; the sweet stench of decomposition, combined with creosote was wafting off it. I took the note from him; one word was written on it in thick smudgy letters:

 

‘He used a small piece of charcoal. Interesting, Mr McFadin, thank you very much.’
‘Do you think you can find out where he came from, or who he was?’
I shook my head. ‘I don't think so. I don't think that he had all his bearings together as he wrote that note, I'm not even sure what it means. But I'll give it some thought and let you know if I can find anything of interest.’
McFadin looked a little disappointed, but still proud to have found the note. I went to my office and prepared a wire to Holmes “Found something. If interested meet at seven at Carole’s, The Strand, AK”
 

~~~
 

I sat at a small table in the back with a candle providing some light, waiting. As it reached twenty past seven my stomach was grumbling something unintelligible at me and I decided to order my dinner. At that very moment Holmes walked in and sat down, looking curious.
‘I know you are fairly busy with much more interesting things than this odd case of mine,’ I said and he answered with a frown.
‘Honestly, Mr Holmes, I'm sure the criminal world holds countless more intriguing mysteries that this one. However, this may add some information; given you have a clue what it could mean?’
I unfolded the note; he took it out of my hand and stared at it with eyebrows pulled together.
‘A student of mine found it during his anatomy lessons.’
He opened his mouth to speak, but I cut across. ‘He and another student dissected Big Boots’s right hand.’
Holmes’s face flushed in excitement and he slapped his hand on the table. Darkness fell. A loud clatter told us the silverware had jumped off the ledge.
‘My apologies.’ He struck a match and moved the flame towards the wick. I noticed the contrast of warm light against silver grey eyes and turned my gaze away.
The waiter appeared and I got the impression he moved on small wheels attached to his shoes. He glided away with our orders scribbled on his small notepad.
‘Mr Holmes?’
‘Hm?’
‘Any clue?’
Silently, he extracted his magnifying glass and examined the paper.
‘Hum… no marks. He used charcoal, very soft material. Unintelligible and smudged…’
Then he straightened up and sat there for a moment. His eyeballs were moving occasionally, lips twitching, brow furrowing. I was certain he would talk to himself if he were alone. The waiter placed our dinner on the table. Holmes didn’t even notice his getting cold. I had almost finished eating as he seemed to return to the present. ‘Do you think we can hear the Oriole’s call in the Berkshire?’
Hastily, I swallowed the last bit of pork before inhaling it accidentally, opened my mouth, and closed it again with a snap. After a moment of consideration, I answered. ‘Broadmoor Lunatic Asylum? I’m sorry, but I can’t imagine…’ I shook my head, ‘the place is enormous and well controlled; you need to involve a lot of people to keep a breakout secret.’
‘Yet, the note said B..…OOR,’ he replied. ‘Both men have been at Chertsey at a time as one of them was seriously sick and very weak. The distance they travelled could not have been more than twenty miles, I dare say. Within a twenty mile radius of Chertsey, we have only four places that start with a B: Bracknell, Bagshot, Brookwood, and Broadmoor, and B..…OOR only fits the latter.’
‘What if he wrote down a name?’
‘That is one possibility. But for now let’s assume he had enough brains not to write down the name of a person, as that would be much harder to find than a location. If the two have indeed been in Broadmoor, have contracted Cholera and Tetanus, and broke out without the Yard’s knowledge, then we have an intriguing situation and one should wonder why it has not been reported. Something is being hidden!’
Holmes was all focus and excitement now. His mimics may have appeared calm and even rigid to the onlooker, but the movements of his entire body were many, very quick, and very small – eyes narrowing a fraction and opening up again, lips compressing, corners of the mouth pulling up or down very slightly, hands gripping the table just a little harder, then letting go again, breath slowing and speeding up, feet shuffling ever so slightly. He vibrated.
What did he just say?
‘…additionally it appears that both were victims of medical maltreatment to say the least. Both seem to have been infected with tetanus on purpose, which would be outrageous. I think it is time to pay a visit to Broadmoor Lunatic Asylum together with my old acquaintance inspector Lestrade.’ He leaned back, looking expectantly at me.
‘When?’
‘Tomorrow morning.’
‘I have to work. Besides, you don’t need me there. But I’m very much interested in the outcome, of course. Shall we meet after the raid?’
‘So it is a raid now,’ he noted.
‘Sounds more exciting than a mere visit,’ I said pulling one corner of my mouth up.
‘Let’s meet at my quarters at eight then. Mrs Hudson will provide us with dinner.’



Chapter
Eight
 

At eight o’clock sharp I knocked on the dark oak door and Mrs Hudson opened with a cautious look on her face. Violin music poured down the staircase and I was surprised by the aggressiveness of Holmes’s play. I placed my finger on my lips and Mrs Hudson nodded. Then I walked up the seventeen steps, trying to recall and avoid the ones producing a shy squeal when stepped upon. I settled at the topmost stair and leaned my head against the door. With my eyes closed and my ears wide open I listened to him playing La Tempesta di Mare. It was my favourite of Vivaldi’s works and Holmes was playing it with such force that my heart fidgeted like a salmon on the river bank.
He had finished the piece and I rose to my feet, about to knock, when he started the Presto. My hand hovering over the doorknob, I did not dare move a muscle. This was the reason for me to stay away from music halls – I would sit on my chair and cry my heart out.
The violin went quiet again and I heard Holmes groan: ‘When would you think it appropriate to enter?’
Slowly my hand lowered itself on the knob, turned it automatically, and opened the door. Just before the fully open door would reveal my face, I rubbed the moisture from my cheeks.
‘Thank you, that was very enjoyable,’ I croaked, wondering how the deuce he had noticed my presence.
‘My pleasure. Although at the end it got a bit laborious.’ Holmes’s flushed face wore a wild expression and his hair was rather ruffled.
‘The way you play - it must be! I loved it!’ Startled by my own words I looked away and changed the topic. ‘The raid was a disaster?’
‘Broadmoor is clean,’ he said, setting his violin on the desk, or rather, on top off all the papers. Then he fetched a Persian slipper that turned out to be his tobacco pouch. In a different situation, I would have laughed. Now I could only frown. He stuffed and lit his pipe and settled down to smoke.
‘So what now?’ I enquired.
‘Nothing; I dropped the case,’ he replied, producing a cloud of blue smoke with each word.
I watched him for a moment and could not believe his words. He was angry, not bored, nor disappointed. ‘Tell me, Mr Holmes, did you play Vivaldi because you did not know how to produce the lie so that I would believe it, or because you had a problem lying to me? Forget the latter, it was a stupid assumption.’
Slowly he tore his gaze off the ceiling and glued it onto my face.
‘That is a strong accusation!’
‘You tell me I am mistaken?’
‘Certainly!’
‘Be careful, Mr Holmes, I may end up throwing your possessions out the window.’ I was joking, but it didn’t have the desired effect. All he did was to narrow his eyes and lean forward.
‘I think it is time to go home now, Miss Kronberg.’
I noticed the omission of my title.
‘I think it is time to go to Broadmoor, Holmes.’
‘Do what you see fit,’ he said casually, leaning back and looking at the ceiling again.
‘I usually do. See you in the Berkshire,’ I said, opening the door a crack. Suddenly he leaped off his armchair and a second later slammed the door shut. I was trapped inside.
‘You are hindering my investigation and I must insist you leave Broadmoor to me.’ It was as if he had opened another door to let me see the danger lurking behind his calm façade. I had just poked a stick into the jaguar’s cage.
‘How do I hinder your investigation? So far I helped in bringing it forward.’
‘You didn’t. Any suggestion, clue, or deduction you made, I had made earlier. I let you believe you had anything to add to the case.’
‘Why?’
‘It amused me,’ he said coldly and I could feel my fingertips tingle.
‘And now you are tired of the clown?’
‘Quite so.’
He didn’t move.
‘Should I scream for the police?’ I said bored.
‘Please do that. I may reveal interesting details about you.’
‘I don’t believe you,’ I whispered.
‘It is about time you get to know me.’ He stood there unmoving with superiority seeping out every pore. He was a good actor.
‘How curious,’ I said softly, gazing into his face. There were only inches between us now. ‘I had the impression I knew you inside and out. I thought I could touch your soul.’ I dipped my fingertips into his shirt, there where the heartbeat was. His gaze flickered, his hand released the door, and I slipped away.
 

~~~
 

At home I had a quick snack, dressed in my rough wear, sturdy boots, packed a little provision plus a blanket for the night, and was off to catch the last train to Crowthorne. But not before paying a quick visit to Garret to fetch a rope. He was rather puzzled when I told him I needed it to climb a tree.
It was close to midnight when I reached the Berkshire. Clouds covered a moonless sky, making it the perfect night for a burglary. I had noticed Holmes as I got off the train in Crowthorne and his presence didn’t surprise me. He kept his distance and left me in peace, neither of us acknowledging the other.
It took me fifteen minutes to reach the edge of the pitch dark forest. I slipped into the woods, took cover behind a large tree, and listened. Quiet footfall announced Holmes. Quickly, I took my shoes and socks off and stuffed them into the rucksack, which I now strapped tight onto my back. Any noise coming from things moving within had to be avoided. I rolled my trousers up to my knees. Holmes was dangerously close behind me now. He could probably touch my shoulder if he stretched out his hand.
I ducked and started running. Behind me I heard him growl a quiet “Anna!” I had to smile, for he stood no chance against me here. I grew up with trees surrounding me, knew how to climb the slickest of them, and had learned to run barefoot through the woods, quiet and quick as a cat.
After roughly ten minutes, the canopy lightened and the intimidating outer wall of Broadmoor Lunatic Asylum looked down on me. I ran along it and found a tree that suited my purpose - a mighty oak, split in two by lightning, with one half still alive. One of its thick branches reached over the wall.
I climbed up and nestled close to its torso with my legs hugging the thick branch.
The entire asylum stretched like a small city below me. I knew this place well. One of my first assignments as an epidemiologist had been the annual hygiene inspection of Broadmoor.
To the left I saw the main building Holmes must have visited today. It was the oldest and now had the function of the lowest security block. It housed harmless cases such as female petty thieves with a depression or a nervous tick. Further to the right were the five male blocks built a year after the first. Most of these inhabitants were harmless, too.
And then far to the right were the two high security blocks, one for women, and one for men. Many of these inmates were insane murderers who got their daily ration of groats pushed through a hatch at the bottom of a heavy iron door. Well away from me stood a chimney which stuck up like a scorched tree trunk—the central heating facility. I started wondering whether this building could be used as a hiding place during the summer months.
After a moment of consideration, I decided to first check on the high security blocks that lay at some distance to the remaining complex and would be most suitable for any secret undertaking. I dearly hoped to get some information on Broadmoor’s medical experiments without running into the two security men, each armed with a club and a revolver.
I heard a quiet crack and peered down. There was the gaunt figure of a man and I was surprised at how easy he moved in the dark. Holmes walked around looking at the ground as if he were trying to find my footprints, and I observed him curiously. What would he be able to see in this darkness? The soil was dry, and I had been running without shoes. I held my breath and waited for him to stop and bend down. But he never did. After he had passed me and disappeared behind the bend of the wall, I took the rucksack off my back and strapped it onto the tree. Then I balanced along the branch, carrying a length of rope. Just above the fifteen-foot-high wall, I tied the rope onto the branch before climbing down. The inner wall reached an elevation of only six feet and wouldn’t be too hard to scale.
I rubbed dirt into my too-white face and started running. With a leap, I caught the top of the wall and pulled myself up.
Cautiously, I peered around but could see no one. With a quiet thud, I dropped onto the other side and ran a few yards along the side of the wall. A bush provided limited cover and I took a look around and wondered what Holmes was doing. Or, for a matter of fact, what I was doing - a woman disguised as a man and now pretending to be an asylum burglar.
I shook off the thought and ran to the next hiding place - a small tool shed close to the high security block for males. The night and this place were dead quiet, and I cautiously snuck up to the building and pressed against its wall. There was a window I could reach, and I peered inside - a hall devoid of people but with small bunks, each of them having four fetters - two for the ankles, two for the wrists. I counted ten empty bunks. The room did look tidy, as if recently cleaned up.
I had turned away and started towards the female block when I spotted fresh wheel tracks in the grass. The cart must have been heavy, for the tracks were deep despite the dry soil. I followed them and they led me towards my final destination. My stomach growled with heavy foreboding. I turned a corner and saw it - the heating facility. Its iron door stood ajar, letting the glow of fire lick the trodden lawn.
I inched closer, taking each bit of cover I could get. Voices inside reverberated on the thick stone walls and made their way through the door. One of them was the rasp of Nicholson, Broadmoor’s superintendent, but I could not understand what was being said.
I was so close now, I could see through the door into a room with a large oven. One man just stood there talking - Nicholson. Another shovelled coal while two men hurled one large sack after the other into the fire. The effort it took them and the sharp downward bend in the middle of each long sack identified its content. Strangely, my mind would not allow the interpretation of what my eyes observed. Only after the sweet smoke crawled from the chimney into my nostrils, could I accept the disaster.
Gasping, I hid my face in my sleeve and hugged my knees tightly, trying to resist the urge to run inside and rip Nicholson into pieces. It took me awhile to collect myself. There was nothing to be done, so I turned around and left quietly.
Breathing was almost impossible with that large lump in my throat. Scaling the inner wall wasn’t easy, either. I found my oak and the rope hanging down from it and made my way up. Then I lay flat on the thick branch and wept.
 

~~~
 

‘I’d have preferred you stayed in London,’ a quiet voice said.
My head jerked up and I stared at Holmes who sat on the very same branch, leaning his back on the massive trunk. Unspeaking, I stood up, undid my rope, and pushed past him.
‘Wait,’ he said.
Ignoring him I slung my rucksack on my back and climbed down the tree. He exclaimed quietly while making his way down, too. Quickly, I started off to a place where I had spotted a small clearing earlier tonight, and was gone long before Holmes’s shoes had touched the forest floor.
After a while of racing my lungs out, I reached a small bog lake. A circular black velvet cloth, its rims decorated with clumps of grass, fenberry shrubs, and pale green sphagnum moss. I dropped my rucksack and shed my clothes. More than in the forest, I felt at ease here. Everyone believed the moor meant death, but for me it meant beauty and peace. Few would dare to come here.
The moss swung around me with every step I took, the oscillations reaching as far as ten feet in each direction. I walked slowly, placing my naked feet mostly on the thick grass clumps. At the very edge I sat down and immersed my legs in the black water. The turf was sinking down now, softly releasing me into the lake. My outstretched toes did not reach the mud; the lake was deep enough for me to dive. And I did.
Blackness embraced me and I let the cold water wash off the stench and the images of human corpses stuffed into linen sacks and thrown with carelessness into the roaring fire of Broadmoor’s enormous oven.
My lungs started to protest, my ribcage contracted, eager to suck in fresh air and expel what I had used up. I kept diving and just before the darkness was about to enclose my mind, I pushed my head through the lake’s surface. With one long sigh, my lungs greeted the crisp night air of the Berkshire forest.
A movement at the lake’s edge caught me eye. Someone was undressing hastily, and then stopped as I peered into his direction. I waited for him to put his trousers back on before I swam back to my pile of clothes with Holmes standing next to them. He hadn’t dared to walk onto the swinging plant cover and I wondered how he had planned to rescue me. He probably hadn’t planned much at all.
‘I would appreciate some privacy,’ I said quietly and upon seeing his hesitation I added: ‘Mr Holmes, do I have to remind you that any other gentleman would leave discreetly now?’
‘I certainly will. Under one condition: you listen to what I have to say.’
I could not believe what he had said and felt rage clawing at my intestines. ‘You have nothing to bargain with.’
He considered that for a short moment and then replied, slightly amused: ‘You wouldn’t!’
But I had already placed my hands on two clumps of grass and pulled myself out of the water. Holmes stumbled two steps backwards. The sight of a naked woman, alabaster against an obsidian lake, seemed to have left an impression.
I stood up slowly and looked him straight in the face.
He turned around and left, his hands balled to fists.
I shook the water and the anger off me and walked across the lake’s swinging fringe to find my clothes and get dressed.
Walking back into the forest, I spotted Holmes leaning on a tree, arms folded over his chest. I walked up to him and after a little while we found a dry place. We sat down and I extracted the little food and drink from the depths of my backpack and placed it between us.
‘I would like to say something first, Mr Holmes, if I may.’
He nodded.
‘I am tired of your games. Whatever you have to say, make it short. If I get the impression you are not truthful or purposefully omitting details, I’ll leave.’
He neither nodded nor made any other move. Staring at the forest floor, he spoke quietly. ‘Last winter I investigated a burglary and paid a group of street urchins to tail the suspect. The man was killed and one of the boys saw the murderer. Two days later the boy was found beaten to death. He was eleven years old.’
Holmes still did not move and I waited, gradually understanding his actions.
‘I swore I would never again put anyone in danger for the sake of a case,’ he said finally.
I opened the brandy I had brought and offered him my one cup; he took it without a word.
‘I am sorry,’ I said softly, ‘for you and the boy.’
Slowly the crickets’ music faded. It was obviously time for them to go to bed. I, however, was wide awake.
‘You think you should have known better,’ I added with a thin voice, ‘you do think that rather often.’ It wasn’t meant to be a question. I turned towards him and touched his hand with mine. ‘Absolutely nothing can be learned from cruelty.’
He looked at me then, quizzical at first and after a moment his eyes had gotten cold and hard.
‘I am sorry; it was not my intention to humiliate you,’ I said.
‘You didn’t,’ he replied, still cold. Then I knew my assumption had been correct: someone had torn him apart a long time ago. No one is born untrusting, only made so.
I refilled the cup he held in his hand. He nodded and took a mouthful, then offered it to me. I poured its entire content down my throat.
We were quiet for a long time, eating, drinking, and contemplating until I interrupted the silence.
‘The flame was white.’
‘I know.’
There was no use to call the police. A white flame burns at over one-thousand two-hundred degrees Celsius, turning bones and even teeth into ashes within twenty minutes.
‘What else did you see?’ I asked him.
‘Much what you saw; I followed you.’
‘You are an exceptional detective and I can understand that you feel I’m in your way.’ He looked over at me and I continued: ‘I won’t budge. I have a personal interest in this crime. They are experimenting with highly pathogenic germs and they shouldn’t be able to get past London’s best bacteriologist.’
‘You have a plan,’ he noted.
‘Yes. Two of the victims got infected with tetanus, one with cholera. From tonight on, I will focus my research on tetanus and get so attractive that whoever is behind it will pay me a visit. There must be a number of medical doctors involved, and one of them will want my services, sooner or later.’
Holmes exhaled audibly but after a while he said: ‘That is sensible.’
It took me a moment to digest that.
Then he added: ‘They have just destroyed all evidence and it will take them a while to start anew. They will have to select test subjects and I’m quite certain they will try to find them in workhouses.’ His smug smile told me he had a plan.
‘How do you plan to get into the workhouses?’
Inviting, he raised one eyebrow and I said: ‘Not as a pauper?’
‘Isn’t that the most obvious strategy?’ He seemed a little disappointed by my question.
‘It is; I am just having problems picturing you in rags.’
He only smiled then, looked at his watch, producing light with a match. It was two o’clock and the night had gone chilly. Somewhere close by an owl hooted. I unfolded my blanket, moved closer to Holmes, and draped it over his legs and mine.
‘What happened in Broadmoor this morning?’ I enquired.
‘Nicholson had been warned and had the whole of the night to clean up. It was as clear as the bright daylight but Lestrade didn’t notice. The usual.’
The thought of Nicholson supervising the burning of corpses made me shudder.
‘Who warned Nicholson?’ I asked.
‘Gibson.’
‘What?’
‘He was in an exceptionally smart mood and wired the local police force asking for reinforcement for our raid the following morning. As he did this against my instructions, he didn't dare telling us before we left. The bobby who received the wire is Nicholson's nephew. Naturally, he warned his uncle.’
‘Shit! I mean… sorry! Drat is what I meant. My apologies, sometimes I’m a bucket.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Bucket,’ I said, tapping my skull with my index finger, ‘empty vessel.’
He slapped his knees and gave a bark of a laugh before muffling himself face down in his sleeve. I noticed that this was the first time I had seen him laughing. After a long moment he said earnestly: ‘I think your vessel is full to the brim.’
Abashed, I fell silent.
By now, we had emptied half the brandy and Holmes commented on the lack of his pipe. Lightheaded, I extracted my tobacco pouch. He watched me rolling a cigarette, pinching the paper tight around the brown plant clippings, sending my tongue’s tip across its edges, and picking excess tobacco from both ends. Without comment he picked the cigarette from my offering hand, and I made myself one, too.
‘May I ask something personal?’ he said cautiously.
‘Try,’ I answered, tipping another brandy into my mouth in preparation for what may come.
‘How did you receive the long scar on your abdomen?’
My throat clenched like a fist.
‘I am sorry, and I shouldn’t have asked. Especially when considering the peculiar situation,’ he said, pointing at our legs stuck under the same blanket.
‘I think coming to your home every day for two weeks to cure your pneumonia might be even more peculiar.’
‘Probably.’
The light talk had enabled me to breathe again.
‘Did it make you think of The Ripper?’ I asked him.
‘Yes. I was wondering for a while about your strong interest in the murders, and why you formed your own, and very conceivable I must say, theory. I assumed your interest was personal. And then I saw the scar tonight.’
‘Good deduction,’ I croaked, and gazed up into the tree. After a long moment I started recounting the most terrible night of my life.
‘I had defended my thesis, we had a small party, and I walked home alone late at night. Three of my fellow students begrudged me my success. They had always had an eye on me and followed me through the streets that night to corner me in a dark alley. They told me that I needn’t be afraid; all they wanted was to check the size of my penis, which must be microscopic because I was such a nerd. Soon they noticed the nonexistence of that organ. At first they were shocked, but then realised their luck. I would never tell on them. And they were right - why should I betray my own secret?’ I took a deep breath.
‘They raped me in turns. One of them wasn’t able to penetrate me, so he used a knife to leave his mark. Not to kill, just to show the power he had over me and to always remind me of that night. As if I needed that,’ I swallowed. ‘How would anyone forget such a thing? I will never bear children.’
Holmes had turned stiff during my narrative and I saw his knuckles turn white as his hands held on to his knees.
‘It is in the past, they don’t haunt me anymore.’
He stared at me, astonished.
‘It is my life; I cannot live it when I’m full of hate,’ I explained.
‘But you leave them free to rape again?’ There was accusation in his voice, but it did not offend me. I felt strangely balanced.
‘No. They know I come after them should they cross the line.’
‘You live in London,’ he noted dryly.
‘But I have friends. They will let me know when it’s time to pay a visit.’
He looked doubtful.
‘You have never seen me angry,’ I hinted.
‘Have I not?’
I had to smile at his surprise and said: ‘I got my father’s shot gun, sawed the barrel off to fit it under my coat, and followed them two weeks after the… incident. The man who used the knife gave me the most trouble; I had to shoot him in his right foot to leave any impression at all. He is still limping. The other two only got an imprint of the gun’s butt in their faces.’
Holmes raised his eyebrows.
‘Are you shocked?’ I asked quietly.
‘No.’
His answer had come too fast to be believable and he had noticed that, too. He examined the night sky for a while and then muttered: ‘It is complicated.’
I waited a long time, but he did not elaborate further on the matter. Strangely, my upset heart wouldn’t calm itself. It galloped like a foal. I grew aware of the man next to me and noticed the complete lack of distance, both physical and emotional.
‘I’m shocked, too,’ I whispered, rose to my feet and packed my rucksack, left the blanket where it lay, and went back to the lake.
 




Chapter Nine
 

Two days ago on September the 10th, an unidentified female torso had been found under a railway arch in Pinchin Street. No other body parts were found in the vicinity. The papers were full of it and all of London suspected Jack the Ripper, except for Holmes. Again, Bobbies where swarming Whitechapel and any other slum in London, making it exceedingly difficult for me to change from Anna into Anton and back again.
During the last weeks, Holmes had spent considerable time disguised as a pauper, but had now focused his energies on the torso case. Our two dead men were still unidentified. I, however, had other things demanding my attention as well.
The government had awarded me with a substantial grant for the isolation of tetanus germs. A visit at Robert Koch's laboratory in Berlin was included in the funding. In two weeks time I would leave London for the whole of three months. The prospect of seeing my father again made me feel rather fluttery in my chest.
Despite the exciting news, my stomach wouldn’t stop aching - I was certain the word had spread and the men behind the Broadmoor experiments had their eyes on me already.
 

~~~
 

I was at home when an urgent knock interrupted my kitchen scrubbing.
‘Yes?’ I called and Barry opened my door. He stood in the door frame, a small boy of ten years, pale-faced underneath the grime, and his hands shaking. The whole boy was a picture of great agitation.
‘What is it?’ I said dropping the rag in the bucket.
‘Me mum,’ he croaked, ‘is very sick.’
I nodded, snatched my doctor’s bag, and we were both out the door in less than a minute.
He lived just around the corner in a two storey house, of which the mould had taken hostage many years ago. The privy was overflowing, as it had to accommodate for the thirty or so inhabitants, all in various stages of utmost poverty. Without a single window or door intact, the house and whoever lived inside was at the weather’s mercy all year round. Here in St Giles it was a house like all the others.
We climbed the crooked stairs to the second floor. It was dark and I stumbled several times. The missing windowpanes had been replaced with mildewed cardboard or potato sacks filled with garbage. Milky white daylight fingered through the shadows and painted the decline in even harsher colours.
We passed a narrow corridor and entered a room that smelled like fermenting excrements. I stopped in the door frame and squinted, waiting for my eyes to adapt to the poor light. The heaps on the floor were children. They lifted their heads and greeted me with weak smiles, showing wreckages of yellowed and blackened teeth. In the corner lay a straw mattress that seemed to have been clubbed to death.
Even if I would earn a thousand pounds each month, I wouldn’t be able to turn life in St Giles into something acceptable. Several thousand people lived here under the worst conditions. Women gave birth on filthy stairways or down in the streets. Their babies had a survival chance of thirty per cent at the most. Of these, another thirty per cent made it into adulthood, just to die of violence, disease, or undernourishment.
Barry and I approached the static pile on the mattress.
‘Mum? She’s here,’ whispered the boy.
The blanket moved and a pair of blue eyes peered up into mine, losing focus soon thereafter.
‘Sally, what happened?’ I asked.
She mumbled something unintelligible.
I touched her forehead - it was scorching hot - then pulled the blanket down to her waist and unbuttoned her dress. I palpated her abdomen. Her spleen and liver were enlarged and she groaned as I pressed my fingers gently into the soft flesh. I lit a candle and moved the light closer to her. There were rose coloured patches on her lower chest.
I turned to Barry. ‘Does she talk funny sometimes?’
He nodded.
‘Barry, your mum has typhoid fever. Do you know what that is?’
He nodded again, his eyes wide in horror.
I looked around in the room. There was a hole in the wall, which must have been a functional fireplace once. The thought of the approaching winter and my imminent journey to the continent left an astringent taste of urgency in my mouth.
They couldn’t even make a fire here to at least warm the winter up a little. The biting cold would penetrate the missing windows and doors and the rotten walls, to turn anyone who wasn’t up to it into a frozen corpse. And no matter how loud you begged, the winter wouldn’t retreat until three months later. Three months!
I turned back to the boy. ‘Barry, I’m leaving London in a week. You will be her nurse, I will instruct you. We will move her into my quarters tomorrow and you take care of her there. Do you think you can do that?’
His eyes lit up and he nodded again, this time vigorously.
The following day we carried Sally into my flat. A swarm of children helped to hold up the makeshift bunk on which she lay. I had set up a sleeping corner with clean blankets, several jugs of fresh water, and a bed pan. There was nothing else we could do but to give her a dry, clean, and warm place. I left Barry with some money for wood, coal, and food and instructed him where to get clean water. He would sleep here with his mother until she either felt healthy enough or until my return at the end of December.
And I desperately hoped my rooms would not be invaded by all the other thirty inhabitants of Barry’s house.



Chapter
Ten
 

I started my journey to the continent on September 30th. On the ship to Hamburg I read Watson’s ‘A study in Scarlet’. Half of London seemed to know Sherlock Holmes and I had the feeling this educational gap needed to be filled.
My reactions while reading the story drew the occasional glances from my fellow passengers. As I learned about Holmes flogging corpses in the morgue, I volunteered a very audible ‘No way!’
As he tried to explain to Watson how very exciting and significant his haemoglobin test was, I had to laugh out loud. He had been as excited as a child about this newly developed method, which would help solve crimes in the future. And he was apparently the only one who understood it. The situation felt so familiar to me.
After thinking it over for a moment I noticed that it wasn’t funny at all.
Some of Watson’s descriptions gave me a weak glimpse of Holmes as I knew him. Some where spot on and others seemed to speak of a stranger. But each friend will provide a different angle at our character, and we would be extraordinary lucky to find one who is able to see the whole picture and still respect all of it.
I have to confess Watson’s narrative annoyed me a little. First of all, he described obvious symptoms of poisoning but had not drawn the conclusion. Then, his attention seemed to be focused on the superficial only. He thought it noteworthy how people were dressed, what colour their eyes had, or the state of the wallpaper at the crime’s scene. He saw and described, but never made the connections. I had to pull myself together to not slap the journal against my forehead.
I started wondering how two so very different men could be friends. After a while, I thought I understood. Holmes was, in a way, the least judgemental person I ever met. He could easily accept Watson’s blindness. In that, Watson did not differ from the other blind ninety-nine per cent of the human population. But one thing made him very special indeed: he did not resent Holmes’s sharpness - the main reason for the ninety-nine per cent to avoid Holmes, because he made them feel small. I wondered whether Watson sometimes did feel small next to Holmes and had accepted it as the little price to pay for their friendship. Somewhere inside my strange heart, I felt respect growing for the stocky surgeon.
 

~~~
 

A train took me from Hamburg to Berlin. The city came into view and I started vibrating. Here, I had defended my thesis. This had been an exception - although I had studied medicine at the Leipzig University, I had spent several months at the Charité hospital and had met Robert Koch there. He had been part of my thesis committee. To honour him, my PhD defence had been relocated to Berlin.
And I had lost my so called innocence here. But it wouldn’t help to pull the old horrors out the pirate’s chest again.
A student of Dr von Behring picked me up from the train station and showed me my quarters. There was a small restaurant close by where I took a late dinner. It was so odd to hear everyone speak German. It did not feel like my language anymore, sounding so rough.
After I had eaten, I made my way back to my temporary room and quickly fell asleep, exhausted from the long journey.
The next morning I took the tram to the Charité. Although I was familiar with the place and still knew some of the staff there, it made me feel very small.
Dr Koch’s laboratory was spacious and the best equipped I have ever seen. I got a friendly reception from both, Dr von Behring - diphtheria specialist, and Dr Kitasato – expert in tetanus. A lab space was assigned to me, equipment for my personal use, and an assistant to both Dr Kitasato and myself. The two of us aimed to isolate tetanus germs as a first step in the production of a vaccine.
We used solid media to isolate the germs, a novelty invented by Dr Koch. I was surprised how much easier the cultivation of pure bacterial cultures was compared to the traditional liquid media. While I focused on the isolation of the germ itself, Dr Kitasato would spend his energies on the characterisation of the tetanus toxin, which was suspected to cause the muscle spasms. With these complementary approaches, we hoped to shorten the laborious and time-consuming path of vaccine development.
For two months we worked almost around the clock. Twice I woke up lying face down on my lab bench but more often I found myself close to falling off my stool. During that time of extensive work, any bodily needs where a bother. Eating and sleeping felt like a waste of time. Most nights I forgot to change into my female self.
Despite all efforts, I had no success in cultivating tetanus bacteria. Before the dawn of my third month in Berlin, I decided to leave everything behind and pay a visit to my father.
 

~~~
 

In the train to Leipzig I saw my childhood rushing past, intermingled with the familiar countryside. It made my heart ache in a good way.
My father was standing at the station, holding on to one of his coat buttons, and waiting for his only child.
I pushed through the crowd, anxiously wondering whether he still loved me. What a silly thought that was, I noticed, as I flung my arms around him, pressing my face on his warm chest, inhaling the smell of fresh wood shavings. He held me tight as if he hadn’t seen me for years. I pushed a quiet sob into his coat as I realised we had indeed not seen each other for a long time.
He released me then and gazed into my face, slightly abashed. We rarely hugged. Besides, his only daughter looked like a man.
We left the station, climbed into the dog cart, and he flicked the whip across the backs of his two yellow Haflinger ponies. He asked me about my work in Berlin and about the journey. We both felt a little awkward and it was as if we had to get to know each other again.
In the forest at Naunhof I asked him to stop, as I wanted to get rid of my male attire.
‘You don't need to do that for me, Anna,’ he said with a smirk. I only frowned at him and darted off into the woods.
Once back on the cart I pointed to the stocky horses. ‘Don't you think the two old ladies should retire?’
He only grunted in response and I felt that something was off.
I put my hand on his knee. ‘Anton? Can I ask you something and you promise me not to be mad?’ Another grunt, he probably guessed what was coming.
‘You did get the money I sent you every month?’
He nodded, but did not look at me.
‘Are you using it?’ I asked, ‘at all?’
He shook his head, finally turning his face towards me, wearing an apologetic frown.
‘Why?’ I said, unbelieving, ‘I mean, sorry, it’s your own business, you can do with it what you want of course, but please tell me if I offended you by sending you money. Er… did I offend you?’ I stammered.
He smiled and shook his head. ‘Anna, you behave like the elephant in the china store, who finally learned that she has pretty big hindquarters.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Never mind. I put the money aside. And before you ask why, I did it because I know that one day it will all come out, you will lose your occupation, and may have to hide somewhere. So I saved the money you sent. You can have it back when you need it.’
For a long moment I sat there speechless.
‘You always tell me I got the brains from mother, but I don't think that’s true. You are quite a brainy carpenter, Anton.’ The awe in my voice made him blush and we both fell silent again.
We crossed the river Mulde at the Pöppelmann Bridge. I was about to see my home again and my breathing got a little faster. Then I thought of my father and the money again. ‘Anton, I have to tell you something.’
He gazed at me with one bushy eyebrow pulled up. Every time he did that, he looked like a ten years younger and very smug version of himself.
‘I sent you only half my income, the other half, minus the little I need for a living, goes onto a bank account. I, too, know that I may need a safe hiding place and some money to get me trough several months.’ Now his other eyebrow went up, too. ‘Last year I bought a small cottage in the countryside. It’s in an awful state, but when I need it, I’ll fix it. I have a safe place, Anton. Would you please use the money?’
Smiling meekly, he nodded.
‘Aw! Come on, old carpenter!’ I poked his ribs with my elbow. ‘Allow the ladies their much deserved retirement and don’t turn them into salami before you get yourself new ones!’
He wrapped his one arm around me as the two horses pulled us up the hill. We turned a corner and I could see it - the small stone house with the mossy straw roof, which was now partially covered with snow. A garden surrounding it, a hen house, a wood shed, and the carpenter's tool shop. I spotted my large cherry tree that had carried me for years and felt a pang in my heart. The place I had called home for the best part of my life. It made me feel calm and nervous at the same time. How odd!
I cooked us dinner and we drank the brandy I had brought from London. He sat in his arm chair and I on the floor in front of him, both of us close to the fireplace with the heat toasting our feet. And very soon thereafter I fell asleep.
 

~~~
 

I woke up with the winter sun shining through the window of my old bedroom, which was more a cupboard than anything else. Surprised, I noticed that my father had kept it in exactly the same state I left it in.
I got up, washed, dressed, and walked into the small sitting room. The familiar smell and the furniture I had climbed as I was little greeted me like long forgotten friends. Quietly I said hello to the tattered armchair, hoping no one would hear me talking to it or see me stroking its bleached backrest.
I spotted our two wooden chairs that had been covered in kinks as long as I could remember, and the small table were we used to sit and eat. Then I noticed the doily. I walked over and inspected it. Someone had done a good job on bobbin lace. The room was tidier than I remembered it in its best days. I had to grin - female influence.
The scraping noise coming from the workshop lured me outside and I found my father cutting fine structures into a wardrobe door. Leaning against the shed, I watched him. His skill had always fascinated me. He had the rare ability to look at an apparatus, a tool, or a building, and knew instantly how it worked and how it had been constructed. He could fix machines he had never set eyes upon before. He opened them carefully, poked and wiggled at their intestines with his small screw driver and then, with utmost concentration, he scrunched up his face and figured out everything in minutes. He could do that with people too. After a moment of scrutinising a stranger he knew what character was hidden inside. Or he looked at me and knew what I felt. It was very annoying.
He noted my presence and smiled.
‘Who is the woman? Do I know her?’ I had to attack before he did.
‘Katharina,’ he said without looking up from his work.
‘Oh, really? I liked her.’ She had lived in our street since I was little and had been like an aunt to me. I started wondering when they had fallen in love with each other.
‘I’m happy for you,’ I said quietly and my father’s cheeks flushed. He answered with a grunt.
‘Breakfast?’ I offered, shivering and eager to get back inside.
He stroked his stomach once and said: ‘I had mine two hours ago, but there’s space left.’ He tried his evil grin and mocked me. ‘Off you go in the kitchen, woman!’
‘For your information - I do know some self defence,’ I answered back with my arms akimbo.
‘Shall I ask the maid, Dr Kronberg?’ he retorted.
‘You could surely afford one with all that money you hide under your mattress,’ I said while brushing the wood shavings off his shoulders.
We knocked the slushy snow off our shoes, took them off, and walked into the warm kitchen. Leaning at the counter, we drank strong coffee and ate porridge, getting our tongues scorched.
‘Are you happy, Anna?’
This question did not come unexpected, but I was still grateful for the hot food in my mouth. It gave me a little time to think before answering: ‘Mostly, yes.’
He wanted to add something, but only scratched his ear.
‘What is it?’
‘Hum… I’m getting old,’ he mumbled.
‘We all are. But what is it, Anton?’
‘When parents are getting old they start thinking about grandchildren.’
I gazed into his face and my heart skipped a beat. He didn’t know what had happened eight years ago and I never dared tell him. I knew it would hurt him badly and he would probably try to revenge his daughter.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said.
‘Do you have someone, Anna?’
I thought of Garret then and although I tried to hide that silly smile, he caught my expression. He looked satisfied; for a moment at least.
‘Who is he?’ he asked casually and after a moments consideration he added: ‘Or the woman?’ with each word spoken very carefully.
‘Stealth attack, Anton?’ I joked. ‘The man’s name is Garret. He is Irish and the best thief in the neighbourhood.’
The porridge flew from my father’s mouth and sailed in little flecks down to the floor. He coughed. ‘A thief!’
‘You know I live in the slums. Most people there have no other choice for making a living.’
His face was red with anger.
‘I know he is not the right man for me.’
Slowly he regained his normal colour. I watched him and felt the urge to throw my arms around him and not let go of him for a very long time. But of course, I did no such thing.
‘Anton?’
‘Hm?’
‘You are truly the best man I have ever met. I do not know a single soul who could accept or even respect a woman like me. I mean, look at you!’ I said grabbing both his shoulders. ‘You would even accept, although with a very heavy heart, if I would love a woman!’ I saw him getting very embarrassed now. ‘We always talked eye to eye and I’m so grateful you allowed this. I’m so grateful that you treat your only child with respect and love, like an equal.’
He looked into my eyes now and his were a little glassy. ‘Anton, I don’t think I will ever marry. No one would tolerate a woman like me, no one who is quite right in his mind.’ I said at last.
‘Why would you say that?’ he cried out.
‘Look at me, Anton!’ I said gently, ‘have you ever seen a woman like me? A woman, who looks like a man, behaves like a man, can’t ever keep her mouth shut, and works as a medical doctor? I actually did consider marrying a woman, so that all my male colleagues would stop whispering behind my back and the nurses would stop flirting with me!”
‘Anna! Don’t talk about yourself like that!’
‘But it is true.’
My father stood there helpless and silent, his arms hanging on his sides.
After a while he touched my cheek and whispered: ‘Will you help me build that wardrobe?’
I nodded, grateful for the distraction.
 

~~~
 

We spent most of the daytime together. When I wasn’t working with him on the wardrobe, or cooked for us, or cleaned up the mess we had produced in the kitchen; I sat on our cherry tree thinking about my old life here, how life had been in Boston, and now was in London. The word contrast could not quite describe it.
On my last day, my father asked me to kill one of his hens. We would have Katharina over for dinner and he wanted a feast for his two favourite women. The chicken was in the oven when she stepped through the door. My father’s face shone brightly then, and hers, too. She approached him and placed her hand on his shoulder. The gentleness, love, and respect between the two produced a big lump in my throat. She walked over to me then and gave me a hug.
‘Anna, good you came. Your father missed you.’
I could only nod, trying to be very busy peeling potatoes.
 

~~~
 

The train rolled into the station to carry me away again. My father held me tight, as if this would be our last moment together. But who knew what the future may bring? I soaked up as much of his warmth as I could and tried my best not to cry, while telling him that he was the most loving father a child could ever wish for.
The train gave a mighty jerk, belched a blob of steam, and started pulling me north while hooting Leipzig farewell. I peered out the window and craned my neck until the small speck that was my father had disappeared.
Before I reached Berlin, I knew what I had to do. Tetanus bacteria died upon contact with oxygen. I would use sodium sulphite to consume any potential traces of oxygen in our supposedly anoxic culture medium.
Two weeks later, I saw the first colonies appear on my Petri dishes. We used them to infect rabbits and mice. The animals showed muscle spasms one week later and I extended my stay for another two weeks, to finish my work.
 

~~~
 

I disembarked the London ferry on January 16th1890, lucky that the ice wasn’t closing off the passage. The additional trunk I had carried with me contained copies of the glass cylinders and anaerobic vessels we had developed and used for the cultivation of tetanus germs. I would show them to a glass blower who could then help me supplement my laboratory equipment at Guy's. The trunk also contained my notebooks and the valuable pure cultures, growing inside sealed glass bulbs, carefully wrapped in many layers of cotton and wax paper.
I had wired Guy's superintendent to send someone to safely transport my precious freight from the harbour to the lab. It was late in the evening when I arrived. A hansom took me and my companion to the hospital and after making sure my cultures were safe and well, I went home happily anticipating my own bed.
Standing at the door to my room, the latch key in my hand, I hesitated, not knowing what or how many would greet me inside. I shook my head at my own silliness and opened the door.
Twelve heaps were quietly snoring on the floor. The room smelled clean and my bed was untouched. I steered myself there, dropped down, and rolled up like a pickled herring.
 




Chapter
Eleven
 

The following day at noon I had an appointment with Professor Rowlands, superintend of Guy's, and a reporter from the Times. I had dreaded this moment of making a show of myself. And I had dreaded the upcoming article, which surely will have little to do with what I would say during a predictably too long interview. Unfortunately, the one reporter turned out to be three, which seemed to proliferate during the course of the day.
It was late when I finally left the hospital grounds. Three months of hard work with close to no sleep were taking their toll - my head was aching badly and I felt sick to the bone.
My way home seemed endless today and several times I almost lost my orientation. Eventually I made it into the small chamber at Bow Street. Lying flat on my stomach I rested my head on the cold floor and fought the urge to puke. After a while I felt a little better and got up to replace my trousers with a dress to head home.
As I slowly walked down Bow Street again, trying to avoid puddles of half melted snow and mud, I spotted a group of teenagers. They were new to me. The streets were almost empty now and not a familiar face was in sight. The boys watched me approaching and I crossed the street to put some distance between us. My hair was standing on end when I noticed them following me.
At the corner of Endell and Wilson I started panicking. I could see no one on the street except my pursuers. And that was the moment they chose to start running. Memories of the rape pushed themselves into my pelvis and I almost fainted. That annoyed and shocked me enough to wake me from the victim’s stupor. I started running as fast as I could, trying to picture a forest around me, to make me feel safer or more self-assured. The icy rain drove needles into my face and my feet slammed through ankle-deep puddles.
I noticed the distance growing smaller and the despair was cutting my breath short. After three blocks the boys had caught up and threw me onto the dirt road. For a second I thought how ironic it would be to drown in a puddle somewhere in London after having crossed the vast ocean twice.
Something hit me on the back of my head and the world started squealing silently. The boy’s shouts were dull throbs and the night turned from a dark grey into screaming red and orange. I could see only flashes of the things happening around me. Someone punched my face and abdomen, but the pain came with delay and felt oddly harmless. I felt the tugging on my clothes and shoes but it didn’t matter much to me.
Then I heard the muffled screaming of a tortured steam engine and saw a familiar face - a bear of a man with flaming orange hair sent the boys flying. Curiously, I got the feeling that the street and I were melting together into a glutinous and sore mass with the biting cold holding us together like a badly stitched seam. Then I flew, too. It took me a while to realise someone had picked me up and carried me away. It was Garret.
 

~~~
 

I saw his lips moving, his face was flushed and anxious. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. My vision was limited and I had the feeling of looking through a narrow tunnel. I meant to speak, but couldn’t hear myself making a sound.
Garret brought me to a place which was unfamiliar to me. He laid me down and my rib cage hurt as he did so. Gradually, my senses returned. I noticed the cold wet cloth wiping my face. The back of my head was throbbing badly. I managed to get my right hand up there and pain shot through my chest. I touched the raw mess just above my neck, my fingers pushed and probed but no bones seemed to shift - a fracture of the skull wasn’t likely. The knowledge relieved me greatly until I noticed that my hand was covered in blood.
‘Garret?’ I mumbled, ‘my head? Just look, no touching.’
He turned me gently onto my side. I heard him breathing and it took a long minute before he turned me back again. His face was a mask.
‘Ya need a surgeon,’ he stated.
‘Don’ know one.’
‘Don’ ya act lika a maggot Anna or I’ll eat yer head off!’ he barked at me and I flinched. Dimly I remembered that Garret always got angry when he felt helpless. ‘Yer a nurse, ya ‘ave colleagues,’ he added apologetically.
I could not think and could not come up with an excuse either.
‘Will fix it myself, jus’ let me sleep,’ I mumbled.
My bones and my head felt so heavy, I started wondering why the bed frame would not give in. Garret kept talking to me, but I did not hear much of it. But then an idea crept into my brain. ‘Watson! Dr John Watson, Garret, get John Watson, Baker Street, 221B.’
Garret nodded and disappeared from view.
Deep sleep carried me away.
 

~~~
 

Someone touched the raw spot on the back of my head and I woke up from the pain that followed suit. It felt as if part of my brain was being extracted.
‘You have a serious concussion and at least two broken ribs. I’m not sure about further internal damage, but your head wound needs several stitches.’
That sounded like Watson. I forced my eyes open and saw three men peering down at me: Garret, Watson, and Holmes.
‘Go away,’ I mumbled. Great tiredness was tugging on my eyelids and all I wanted was peace.
Someone turned me on my side again and started fingering my head. I desperately hoped that Watson knew what he was doing. A hand holding a cup filled with a milky white liquid appeared in front of my face – opium.
‘No!’ I squeezed out of my dry mouth and pushed it away. Only few things could scare me as much as loosing control over a chemical substance. I noticed the bristly hair on his thick fingers as Watson hesitated. Someone muttered unintelligible words and the hand disappeared.
After a moment, I heard the snip-snip of scissors – my hair was cut off around the wound. Then the clucking sound of liquid pouring out a small bottle followed by a sharp pain told me that Watson disinfected the back of my head.
Then it felt as if he pulled my scalp off my head as he joined the loose flaps of skin and stitched me up again. Desperate not to cry out, I grabbed a hand that was the closest, squeezed it with as much force as I could muster and pushed it hard against my forehead.
After a too long time of sewing, Watson wrapped my head in bandages.
‘I’ll come back tomorrow,’ he told me.
‘Hmm…’ I answered, noticing a slender hand slipping out of mine.
 

~~~
 

Two days later I stood in front of the small glass that hung on the wall of Garret’s room. It had taken me the best part of yesterday to remember I had been here many times before. I was utterly shaken and worried about possible brain injuries and after-effects.
In my other hand I held a glass shard and used it to examine the back of my head. The bald patch there was as ugly as a scorched forest. The black thread Watson had sewn into my scalp stuck out of the bruised skin. It looked as if someone had pulled a barbed wire fence through a war zone.
I got a pair of scissors and started cutting the dishevelled fringes, but soon noticed that this alone wouldn’t do. So I snipped all my black curls off and was left with something that resembled more the hair cut of a lice infested child than that of a somewhat orderly adult. Feeling tired, extremely ugly, and unwomanly I dropped my tools into the wash basin.
Heavy footsteps announced Garret’s return just before he knocked on the door.
‘For Christ’s sake Garret, will you come in? This is your room.’
He rumbled through the door, slammed it shut, and almost slithered as he came to a halt, his mouth hanging open.
‘I know,’ I said, and turned away.
He came closer and wrapped his big arms around my narrow chest.
‘Anna,’ he whispered with an intensity that made my skin bumpy. I just stood there with my arms hanging limply down my side, trying to swallow that dry clump of despair that wouldn’t go down. Garret turned me around and pressed his face into the stubble on my head and told me that I was beautiful. Wrapped up in that bear of a man, who had always been honest with me – but whom I never told who I really was - I started hating myself with all my might. For a long moment he just held me tight, then pushed himself away a little to caress my face with his rough hands and fit his mouth onto my beaten up lips.



Chapter
Twelve
 

I went back to my own quarters the same day. The moment I closed the door behind me, the realisation hit that I had jeopardised my own future.
For three days I had been sick in bed. Garrets bed, to be precise. Colleagues may have wanted to contact me, to wish me a quick recovery, or to enquire about my return to Guy’s. To make matters worse, I was a celebrity now, or close to. I had made a grave mistake by giving 24 Bow Street as my official address. If anyone would have tried to visit, they would have been puzzled to find my tiny dressing chamber above the cobbler’s.
I lay down on my bed to rest a few minutes and after a while I knew my priorities for today: finding an apartment and going to the barber. A new apartment for my life as Dr Anton Kronberg, criminal bacteriologist, may be necessary soon anyway.
I walked to Bow Street and had to rest there for a while before changing into Anton. A barber wasn’t far from there and it felt odd watching him work. With my hair cropped so short, I looked like a man no matter how I would dress. In a way it was advantageous. But it still felt like giving up part of my female identity and that hurt.
After spending a good part of the day reading advertisements in papers and driving several cabs through half of London, I finally found a small place in Tottenham Court Road. It was in walking distance to my dressing chamber, which might be advantageous in case I hastily needed a hiding place.
In the evening I sent a wire to Guy’s announcing my return to work the following day. It was probably too early if I would ask my head, but it could also be rather urgent if I wanted to avoid exposure.
The prospect of a vaccine against tetanus had spread like a fire, thanks to several papers that had reported on my work, using various mixtures of truth and codswallop. Yet, news was spread and I should expect a visitor any day soon - someone who wanted me to provide deadly bacteria for experiments on humans. The thought made my skin crawl.
 

~~~
 

Only two days later that visitor arrived at Guy’s.
‘Dr Kronberg?’ he said, approaching me with an outstretched hand, but after seeing my black eye he took two steps back again. ‘Why! What happened to you?’
‘A group of boys mugged me, not worth mentioning,’ I waved my hand.
‘Outrageous! These thugs get bolder every day! But, oh! My apologies! I am Dr Gregory Stark, Cambridge Medical School.’ He snatched my hand with both of his and shook it heartily. ‘We heard about your isolation of tetanus germs and I wanted to congratulate you personally!’
‘Thank you, Dr Stark. You honour me greatly with your visit.’ A strange feeling spread in my stomach - I had heard his name before; he was an anatomist if I remembered correctly.
‘I was in the area; I visited an old friend of mine - Professor Rowlands. He told me where to find you. I fancy myself as a hobby bacteriologist, because the study of anatomy alone does not provide much excitement and surprises these days.’ He chuckled lightly.
The man had nerves saying things like that, considering Cambridge’s history in body trafficking, I thought. And only a second later, my brain gave an almost audible click and I took a very close look at Stark. He and I were almost standing at eye level, but his circumference was roughly three times mine. He was a little obese, but seemed agile, and was maybe forty-five years of age. His hair had a dark blond or brown colour, it was difficult to define. As was his character. He made an effort to appear warm-hearted. His handshake using both his hands was somewhat colliding with his calculating look. He smiled a lot, but it seemed to be the grin of an angler fish - always on display with a lot of teeth and a bait-like something hanging just in front of the death trap.
My brain switched into battle mode. ‘Ah, my dear Dr Stark, I know exactly what you mean. I chose my field of research mostly because I found that there are so many discoveries awaiting us.’
He made big watery eyes and I continued: ‘Imagine how far bacteriological research advanced with the invention of good light microscopes! It is our tools that limit us today and if we could only develop better tests and better methods for investigating germs - imagine what we could accomplish!’
I poured all my passion for medicine into these words and saw Stark catching fire. ‘Indeed, Dr Kronberg, I feel exactly the same. And there are so few of us that still want to improve our modern methods; so few that see our limitations, the potential, and the solutions to so many problems of mankind just outside our arm’s reach!’ He stretched his arm to snatch at something imaginary and looked very happy to have met me.
I nodded excitedly and he grabbed my shoulder rather too hard and I started to wonder whether he wanted to dislodge the joint.
‘I can see we are made of the same material my friend, if I may call you that?’ he said with his warm angler fish smile.
I nodded and smiled back at him, trying not to think of my aching shoulder. The force of his grip made my broken ribs rattle a little. Or so it felt.
‘I hope we can discuss our research and our visions one day?’ he asked and I smiled and nodded more, now hoping desperately he would take that paw off me.
And he did, just before he bade me farewell. He was about to leave my lab when he came to a sudden stop. It looked like he had practised this move.
‘Dr Kronberg, as I come to think of it now, I can just as well ask you. I am developing a tetanus vaccine together with a few colleagues in Cambridge and London and I was wondering whether you would like to collaborate with us? Your pure cultures could bring a swift success to our research project, I believe.’
My stomach made a lurch. I faked a little surprise and said, smiling: ‘I am flattered Dr Stark. Thank you for your invitation! Of course I would like to work with you. I never heard of a project like that though? Since when are you working on the vaccine?’
‘Ah, well, only a few months now.’ He sounded evasive. ‘You couldn’t have heard about it as we are financing ourselves mostly through private sources. We did not get governmental funding, but you know these problems.’
I nodded in agreement.
‘Good then!’ He said while approaching me again and giving me a clap on my sore shoulder. ‘I will have to leave now; I have other business to attend to here in London. May I send you a telegram to invite you to Cambridge some time soon?’
‘I would be delighted, Dr Stark!’
Now the sick feeling spread freely though my chest. I had to talk to Holmes today, I thought while rubbing my aching shoulder.
 

~~~
 

Two hours before leaving Guy’s I prepared a cryptic wire for Holmes: ‘Dare to dance with a Saxon? Eight o’clock, Wilson & Bow. Bring your disguise. AK. PS: Got a name for you.’
Once at home I quickly ate a sandwich, grabbed the three loaves of bread and two bottles of brandy I had gotten for tonight, and went to one of the neighbouring houses. We were to have a party. Although I wouldn’t be able to dance yet, I could still enjoy the music and the company for a little while.
A small crowd had already gathered on the ground floor of an old warehouse and everyone had brought a little food and drink. The Irish were sitting on wooden boxes behind a makeshift table. There I placed the bread and the brandy, noting that I may come back for a small gulp.
‘Sure,’ they said in unison, all wearing a wide grin, before chucking down each a large glass of their newly won refreshments. Then, they started tooting and scratching a little on their two fiddles, the one accordion, and the tin whistle. Grinning, I recalled an Irish proverb ‘What butter and whiskey won’t cure, there is no cure for’ and wondered whether I should try that as a new treatment for my patients. Then I remembered that I may not have any patients at all if I got to work for Stark and his colleagues. I would have test subjects instead, I thought with a shudder.
About fifty people were assembled. It was still very cold but the fire in the centre of the large hall and the dancing would soon warm up the place. The music started abruptly and everyone was on his or her feet, dancing, clapping, laughing, and singing. I got the feeling of standing on an active volcano. Despite my sore head and rib cage, I enjoyed myself. Then I spotted Garret; he stood in a corner and observed me before giving himself a push forward.
‘Anna,’ was all he said. He looked rather serious today and I wondered what the matter was with him.
‘Garret,’ I answered, smiling warmly.
‘What ‘bout a dance?’
‘I can’t,’ I said rolling my eyes and regretting it instantly as my head started spinning.
‘No bother, jus’ wanted ter talk to ya. Besides, we can dance slowly.’ He led me outside, took my hand into his and placed the other on my waist. Then we danced oddly slow to the fast Irish folk music that seeped through the warehouse walls.
‘So I was thinkin’ tha’… tha’…’ He stopped there, stared down at his boots, then squared his shoulders and spoke. ‘Ya told me ter never ask ya, but… I thought screw it. So… Would you be my wife, Anna?’
That punched all air out of my lungs.
I pushed myself from him and quietly answered: ‘No.’
‘Because I’m a feckin’ hobbler?’
‘I have always known you as a thief, Garret. And yes, this would probably hold me back if I’d ever thought of marrying you. But there are things in my past and present life that make it impossible for me to be someone’s wife.’
‘Right, sure. Ya jus’ want ter fuck,’ he said coldly.
For a moment I felt like slapping his face, but then took his hands into mine and said softly: ‘You have saved my life and you are my best friend. I am so very sorry, Garret. I do love you, too, but not how a wife should love her husband.’
‘So that’s it? Yer never goin’ ter tell me who you are? Why you have that thing in your doctor’s bag?’
I grew very hot suddenly. ‘Thing?’
‘Ya have a cock on straps in your doctor’s bag, Anna. I wonder why ya have a doctor’s bag at all. Yer are a nurse, or that’s what ya told everyone. What are ya doing all day long, Anna?’ He had taken two steps back, extracting his hands from mine. The distance between us had grown so much now, it felt as if we’d never be able overcome it.
‘Garret, why did you propose to me at all?’
He exhaled loudly; it sounded like a growl. He lifted his hands, as if to speak, opened his mouth, closed it again and I decided to answer for him. ‘You thought that after our marriage I would tell you all about me? All my secrets?’
All air left his lungs and he nodded.
‘Let’s just assume I’m a pervert,’ I noted as neutral as possible while my intestines wrenched themselves up and around my throat.
His eyes were full of rage now, knowing that I would not reveal myself to him. Then he growled in earnest, turned, and left without a word.
I don’t know how long I stood there, watching the passing clouds reflected in the puddle before me. Eventually the cold crept under my coat and my head began to spin again, so I made to leave, too.
After only a few yards I almost stumbled over a pile of clothes with a wreck of a beggar inside. ‘What are you doing in the middle of the street?’ I enquired. He coughed and mumbled something like ‘M’Lady.’
‘Come, stand up, and I’ll help you to the sidewalk,’ I bent down and offered my hand. The pile started moving reluctantly and a pair of piercing grey eyes gazed at me.
‘For Christ’s sake!’ I shouted, pulling hard on his tattered coat, almost ripping it in two.
‘My apologies,’ said Holmes, rising to his feet and looking as if nothing had happened.
‘You spied on me!’
‘Excuse me, but you sent me a telegram!’ he said indignantly.
‘But I did not invite you to… to…, what’s the damn word again?! …eavesdrop!’ I punched his shoulder, ‘damn it Holmes!’ The hard shove hadn’t shown much effect.
‘I am sorry!’ He growled. ‘I tried to be discreet and give you some privacy. You two almost ran me over! I didn’t want to interrupt so I took cover and hoped you wouldn’t see me. And you wouldn’t have if not for your exorbitant philanthropy!’
‘What?’
‘Forget what I said. Why did you want me to come?’
His swift change of topic didn’t go unnoticed and I made a mental note to get the rest out of him later.
‘Dr Gregory Stark from Cambridge Medical School is an anatomist who got bored. He invited me to take part in his so called privately funded vaccine development project.’
I had to bend down now, my head was spinning badly.
‘I need to go home,’ I muttered and turned around to leave. Holmes was at my side instantly and offered me his arm. I took it with reluctance. Strangely, he walked me to my apartment without me ever having given him the address. I unlocked the door and he helped me onto my bed.
‘Thanks,’ I said, lying down and closing my eyes for a while. ‘Could you identify the two men already?’
‘I am very close. I think in two or three day’s time I will have found out all there is to know.’
Holmes looked around in my rooms. ‘May I ask why you chose to live here? You could easily reside in a better area and still come here every day to treat the poor.’
‘Ah, Mr Holmes, some things are so obvious and still you can’t see them.’ I looked up into his face and saw his eyes darken. ‘I live here because I like it. There is life here and real people. People who speak their minds, who quarrel openly and not behind closed doors. People who kiss on the streets and not at home after night fall. It's dirty, dangerous, and tough to live here, but I prefer this life to the controlled boredom of the higher classes.’
I observed his expression but couldn’t tell whether he understood anything of what I’d said.
‘A wise decision,’ he noted.
‘Excuse me?’
‘It was wise not to reveal yourself to the Irish man, although he was close enough to-’
‘Get out!’ I hissed. His head jerked back a little as if I had slapped him. Then, he rose to his feet, gave a single nod, and left with a quiet ‘Good night.’
 

~~~
 

Stark called again a week after his first visit. He meant to stay in my lab for only a few minutes to enquire about the bacterial pure cultures. I told him I would not give out any cultures as long as the research paper in the Lancet wasn’t published. I explained that I was still in the process of characterising several different bacterial strains of the same species, as they seemed to show varying aggressiveness. That was when his eyes lit up and his hands started vibrating slightly. He wanted to know how the course of the disease differed and was delighted to hear that I had germs that could kill my test rabbits within only three days instead of two weeks. It was a lie, but served the purpose. I also mentioned that additional security measures had been taken to prevent the pure cultures from falling into the wrong hands, which could result in them getting contaminated. Or even worse - they could cause harm. But I would keep the details a secret, only I knew where and how the cultures were stored and how they were labelled. He tried to hide his disappointment and renewed his invitation. My hooks were in deep and I was satisfied.
I went home and noticed that my door was unlocked. I pushed it open with my index finger and slowly peeked in. Holmes sat on my only armchair.
‘Do you want me to die prematurely of a heart attack or something?’ I cried.
‘I think you are working on that quite effectively yourself,’ he answered calmly, and I decided to ignore his snide remark. ‘Why did you come?’
‘I could identify the two dead men.’
I closed the door with a bang and approached him.
‘Pray proceed.’
‘The first one was a Scottish farmer, Dougall Jessop, who had moved to London roughly four months before his death. His wife died, he lost his farm, and ended up in Fulham Road Workhouse. He was on a come and go basis as he had the occasional employment outside. In London he had no friends and no one missed him. The last they saw of him in Fulham Road was beginning of summer last year. The second man is also a Scotsman, Torrian Noble. He lived in London for the past five years and spent most of his time in Gray’s Inn Road Workhouse, but disappeared, too, at the beginning of last summer, and has since not returned. Jessop has never set foot into Gray’s Inn and Noble is unknown to the Fulham Road Workhouse.’
‘So they met in Broadmoor?’
‘I consider it as very likely,’ said Holmes.
‘How exactly did they get there?’ I wondered aloud.
‘Well, I have a theory. Both workhouses belong to Holborn Union, which means they all are being watched by a single board of guardians, headed by a chairman. I heard from other inmates that a surgeon had visited and offered free treatments. That was at the beginning of last summer.’
I interrupted him. ‘That is extraordinary, Holmes! No such thing as medical treatments for paupers has ever been provided in any workhouse. At least not that I know of.’
‘Exactly!’ said Holmes. ‘My theory is that this surgeon examines the inmates, interviews them about their family situation, and chooses the ones that have no family, no close friends, and are comparatively healthy. The chairman of the board of guardians must be involved. A surgeon can't just walk in and examine paupers at his liking.’
‘So both had been abducted independently and later managed to escape together. Any idea how Noble got to Guy’s?’ I asked.
‘Unfortunately not. I interviewed a cab driver who takes that route regularly. He said that one day a man approached his hansom; he was unable to walk properly and couldn’t speak. He grabbed the horse’s reigns and sank to the ground. That’s what made the horse whinny and rear. The driver, who thought the man was intoxicated, had had enough, cracked the whip, and left in a hurry. He had no idea where the man came from and he could not remember whether there were any onlookers whatsoever.’
I made us tea and sandwiches and we were quiet for a while. Then I remembered Stark.
‘Stark paid me a second visit today,’ I said and Holmes looked up.
‘He wants the tetanus germs very badly. I can expect an invitation to Cambridge any day soon.’
‘I had hoped this wouldn’t be necessary,’ he said quietly.
‘I’ll move into 13 Tottenham Court Road tomorrow and will give up this place for a while,’ I said waving my arm at my apartment, ‘but how will we communicate?’
‘Simple. You put a vase or the like into the window of your room whenever you have information that you need to share, or when you are in danger. I’ll come as soon as I can.’
‘When I’m in danger? Well, that means that vase is constantly in the windowsill I guess,’ I noted sarcastically.
‘You know what I mean.’
‘If you say so. And how will you contact me when you need to? By just walking into my rooms?’ I asked, and he nodded.
‘So you are tailing me?’ I asked and he looked up again. ‘Because how the heck will you know when that vase is in the window if not for someone seeing it?’
‘Yes, I’ll tail you.’
‘Holmes, did you tail me before?’ I asked grossly.
‘No I didn’t’
‘How come you know where I live?’
‘I asked your Irish friend.’
‘Garret would have never told you!’
‘He didn’t need to tell me anything. I suggested to him to get clean clothes for you after the mugging and he led me to your place without his knowledge,’ Holmes stated happily. How very simple, I thought.
‘And why the deuce would you want to know my address?’
‘I was curious,’ he noted simply.
‘Next time just ask,’ I murmured.
‘You wouldn’t have told me.’
‘Probably not, no.’
We were quiet for a long moment until Holmes grumbled: ‘I don’t like it that you throw yourself into the lion’s den.’
‘I don’t like it, either,’ I said quietly, trying to hide my fear. It probably didn’t work very well.
‘Holmes?’
‘What is it?’
‘I know who you are,’ I said softly. He didn’t reply, so I turned towards him. He was staring at my ceiling and on first glance seemed relaxed. But his face was too still and his hands were rigidly flat on the armrests. Whenever I got too close to him, be it physically or emotionally, he got uncomfortable. It had started immediately after the first time we met and had gotten worse as the distance he needed seemed to be getting greater every time we talked. He would disappear as soon as the crime was solved, I was certain. Surprised, I noticed the pain that accompanied the insight.
‘You don’t know me yet, but soon you will,’ I told him.
Slowly his face turned in my direction and I added ‘I will have to shed most of what I am to serve the lie. You may not recognise me anymore, but whatever you’ll see is a part of me.



Part Two - Anton
 

And since you know you cannot see yourself,
so well as by reflection, I, your glass,
will modestly discover to yourself,
that of yourself which you yet know not of.
W. Shakespeare
 

 




Chapter
Thirteen
 

March, 1890
Dr Anton Kronberg sat in the train to Cambridge. His shirt was starched and crisp, his black coat new from the tailor, and his brain sharp. Wisps of steam from the engine flew past the window, occasionally clouding the view onto the bleak countryside. The snow had melted two weeks ago, leaving a muddy black surface behind. No green had dared to hatch yet while the freezing drizzle poured down from an ever present blanket of grey clouds. Anton had the impression the sun would not return this year, but that suited his mood. Upon thinking it over for a second, he decided he was in no mood whatsoever. His controlled mind did not allow for such luxuries.
This was a day of greatest importance. He would give a presentation on tetanus and its cures. His audience, a group of medical doctors from London and Cambridge, awaited him. Anton had his goal painted right in front of him, a scarlet bulls eye only he could see and aim at. And he would not rest until his bullet would find its centre and blow it apart.
Anton’s train arrived at Cambridge Railway Station. He walked to the next cab and ordered to be driven to Cambridge Medical School. Once inside, he closed his eyes and sat as still as a statue.
Precisely fourteen minutes later he arrived, opened the door, and paid the driver without looking at him. As he turned around he saw Stark crossing the street in a hurry to greet his guest. Anton was lead into the Great Court of Kings College where he noticed the mighty vaulted ceilings with delicate fans of stone, crisscrossing like the arteries of a large organism.
Before the feeling of being swallowed alive could overwhelm him, Anton swept his surroundings away with a blink of his eyes and focused on the imaginary scarlet spot straight ahead.
Stark opened a door to a small lecture hall and Anton counted fifteen men, all wearing a stern expression, aged mostly above fifty, and some of them sitting in comfortable armchairs. Then he scanned the room. This was no ordinary lecture hall. Dark and intricate wood panels decorated the walls and pictures of more than twenty haughty looking men, wigged, robed, and framed in gold, hung all around the room.
Stark coughed and all heads turned into his direction. All but Anton’s, who kept looking straight ahead.
‘Gentlemen, it is my pleasure to introduce Dr Anton Kronberg, England’s leading epidemiologist. He studied medicine at the University Leipzig and took regular internships at the Charité in Berlin, where he also defended his thesis. After that, the Harvard Medical School rewarded him with a fellowship for four years.’
A few men nodded approvingly and Stark continued with a smile on his lips. ‘Then London had the honour to welcome him. His work on infectious diseases at Guy’s Hospital made him a well known scientist in all of London’s hospitals. But his visit to Dr Koch’s laboratory in Berlin with his breakthrough in the isolation of the tetanus bacteria made him an internationally renowned bacteriologist. His colleagues describe him as driven, hard working, and highly intelligent.’ Stark turned to face Anton as he said: ‘He came here today following our invitation, and will give a presentation on his recent work - tetanus and the isolation and characterisation of the causative agents.’
Anton nodded in acknowledgment and entered the podium. He was used to giving presentations for much larger audiences. His nervousness usually peaked just before starting his talk. But once he stood in front of his always exclusively male listeners, he felt calm washing over him. He was in disguise. But today he felt no nervousness whatsoever; there was nothing but cold drive.
With a determined, yet silken voice he started his presentation: ‘My dear colleagues, it is a great honour to speak to you today, here in this lecture hall were the greatest anatomists spoke before me.’ Anton made a sweeping move with his right arm, indicating the men in the paintings. ‘Yet, the topic of my talk differs very much from those of my predecessors.’ Here he took a few seconds to let the information take effect. ‘My field of research is young but advancing at unimaginable speed - bacteriology. We bacteriologists deal with the greatest evils for mankind - diseases like tetanus, cholera, typhoid, and pest, to name but a few. We study how diseases spread and how the battle against their causative agents, namely bacteria, can be won. I will focus my talk today on tetanus and its recently isolated germs.’
Anton turned to the blackboard and drew a plot of the numbers of tetanus fatalities in London during the last thirty years. As long as he spoke, Anton’s audience was glued to his lips and to his hand leading the chalk over the slate.
After one hour he had finished his presentation. The men rose to their feet and clapped. Several of the older men shook his hand and congratulated him. After some small talk, they agreed to meet up with him in a more private setting back in London in three days time.
 

~~~
 

In a small single-room apartment in Tottenham Court Road, Anton sat on his tattered armchair, leaning far back with his feet on the scarred coffee table. He stared at the ceiling with half closed eyes. It was the only flat surface in this room that had no wallpaper peeling off. He hated distractions. The ceiling, though, was perfectly homogeneous.
 

~~~
 

Three days later Stark called at Anton’s apartment and both men took the waiting brougham. Anton noticed that the two chestnuts looked fresh. Their destination must not be far away. It did not bother him that the thick velveteen curtains were to remain drawn, he knew London well enough as he had walked it almost every day. The journey lasted fifty minutes. Stark made small talk and Anton answered while following his own thoughts and listening to the noise the wheels made on the ground. It sounded like the broad and flat cobblestones of High Holborne, a large and busy street. They turned right, a smaller street now, followed by the sounds of Blackfriars Bridge and Great Surreys Street. A sharp right turn told him this could only be Waterloo. And yes, they crossed the river. Anton used to pass this bridge at least three times every week. He would recognise it in his sleep. A left turn brought them onto The Strand with all its bustling and clattering. Then the hooting of a leaving train - they must have reached Charing Cross. Now they turned into Regents Street, Piccadilly, St James, Pall Mall, and again, and again. They were going in circles. The pattern changed after a quarter of an hour. At first, Anton could not sense any familiarity. Maybe he had never been here or at least not for a long time? But the ducks, the hungry, burred up, freezing ducks begging for an evening meal from passers-by told him the brougham was passing James Park on its south side. Then they made a left turn and soon stopped. They must be somewhere around King’s Road and south of Palace Gardens.
The carriage came to a halt at a large Victorian villa. Light was pouring through all its windows onto the brownish lawn. The wind was stiff and the old sycamore trees clawed each other with scrawny twigs, their mottled torsos shiny from the ice cold rain. The only green came from the artfully trimmed conifers lining the walkway to the house and the lichen covered fountain with water lazily dripping down its rims.
Their footsteps crunched on the walkway and a minute later, the two men entered the house. Servants took their coats, to brush and dry them, while Stark and Anton made their way through the hall and proceeded into a large, wood panelled smoking room. A good fire was crackling merrily in a large fireplace made of green marble. Fifteen men were sitting in burgundy armchairs, smoking, drinking brandy, and eating snacks from a buffet. No servants were allowed to enter.
The men received Anton with hand shakes, but he noticed that not every one was pleased to see him. The younger ones shot him glances, some insecure, some jealous, some despising. Anton knew he excelled them and he felt absolute ease. His contribution would be the essential one. Only with him, could they reach their goals.
He noticed a peculiar hierarchy. The group seemed to revolve around a man with a shock of light grey hair and a bushy moustache of the same colour. Yet there seemed to be subgroups which rivalled each other. Anton observed them for a few moments and then derived that the leadership within the smaller groups was based on corruption and intrigue, while the overall leadership was based on power, pressure, and fear. He smiled inwardly. This, he could use to his advantage.
The moustached man stood up and silence fell.
‘Dr Kronberg, you may have heard my name before. I am Dr Jarell Bowden.’
Anton nodded.
‘I speak for everyone in the room when I say that we are very lucky to have you here.’ Men were nodding and murmuring.
‘As Dr Stark already told you, we are a group of medical doctors that were able to obtain enough private funding to conduct research into the development of vaccines.’
Anton noticed that Bowden spoke in the plural. They must have been experimenting not only with tetanus, but with other diseases, too.
‘You correctly stated in your presentation that the successful development of a vaccine greatly depends on the availability of the isolated germs. To be frank - we need your cultures and we want you to isolate other germs for us.’ Bowden was used to getting what he wanted, Anton observed. He also noticed Bowden’s greed.
The room fell quiet again and all faces turned to Anton.
Anton stood up and spoke with his silken and self-confident voice: ‘You honour me greatly Dr Bowden. Yet, I cannot simply provide you with deadly bacterial cultures and agree to isolate more without knowing how they will be used in the future.’
Bowden had not expected such a reply.
Anton continued without faltering: ‘You want to develop vaccines and I have experience in this field; I will be of great value. You need my pure cultures and you are well aware of that. But what then? I don’t see anyone in this room who would be able to manipulate them, grow them, or be able to produce a vaccine and run test trails on animals or humans. I can only give you the cultures when you are open with me and when you include me in your research. It will be either that or nothing.’
Anton remained standing, not taking his eyes off Bowden, and took a sip of his brandy. He noted the exquisite taste of aged oak barrel and smoke.
Bowden sat down and everyone’s head turned towards him. He looked inquiringly into the face of each of his men. Eleven nodded and four did not move. It was decided - Anton was in. He would have been greatly surprised if they had not agreed to his terms. He would need to keep an eye on the four men that had not approved of him. If necessary, he would get rid of them.
 

~~~
 

He stood behind me, planted
a kiss on my shoulder, then opened my shirt with his left hand, and pulled it aside. His right hand held a knife. Slowly he slit my abdomen open; I meant to scream but could not make a single sound. Lazily he pulled my intestines out and draped them over both my shoulders.
I sat up in my bed, sweating and breathing heavily. My stomach was still intact. It was dark outside.
 

~~~
Late in the afternoon, Anton placed a vase into the window of his apartment and boiled water for tea. Half an hour later a tall man in shabby clothes knocked on his door.
‘Anna.’
‘Come in,’ answered Anton, subdued, and went into the far corner of the too small room. The tall man stopped.
‘Sit, please.’ Anton indicated the lonely armchair. A cup of tea on the coffee table was awaiting the guest.
‘I have been invited to Cambridge to give a talk on tetanus. A group of sixteen doctors from the Medical Schools of Cambridge and London attended the presentation. Three days later, I met the same group in a villa here in London.’ Anton waited for the tall man to sit, and then he continued: ‘Dr Gregory Stark took me there with a private four-wheeler, hoping I wouldn’t know where we were going. The curtains were drawn and he involved me in useless small talk. However, I am certain the meeting’s location was in a one mile radius of King’s Road. I don’t know the names of all men yet, but the leader is a certain Dr Jarell Bowden. I am not sure the house was his.’
As the tall man did not show any sign of recognition upon hearing the name, Anton explained: ‘Bowden is known for his advancements in sexual surgery in insane women and had been suspected to perform cruel and unnecessary experiments with women in his care. The charges were withdrawn, as Bowden had the best lawyer in London. Stark seems to be a senior member, but without much weight. Four of the men did not approve of me; their names are Hayle Reeks, Ellis Hindle, Davian Kinyon, and Jake Nicolas.’
Anton indicated the note lying next to the tea cup. It contained the names of the six men he had just mentioned.
‘They all work at London Medical School as anatomists, except for Stark, who works at Cambridge. I may have to get rid of the four younger ones if they are giving me any trouble. It would be good if you could find something that would make it possible to detain them for a few days if needed.’
The tall man nodded, lost in thought. ‘I don’t like what you are doing,’ he said.
‘Do you have information for me?’ asked Anton. As no answer came, he walked to the door and opened it in dismissal.
The tall man stared at Anton with his eyes darkening, then jumped up and crossed the room in two long strides. He snatched the door handle from Anton’s hands and slammed the door shut. Then he grabbed Anton’s chin hard, bent down, and growled: ‘Stop that!’
Anton’s balance tipped, slid, and shattered on the floor.
 

~~~
 

My head fell forward as my neck couldn’t support it any longer. The aroma of Muscovy and pipe tobacco almost pulled me closer. Angry with myself, I pushed away from him and walked over to the window, leaning my forehead onto the cold surface. The street and the pavement below me were bustling with everyday life. How very far away, I thought.
‘If you cannot bear the sight of me, don’t come looking, Sherlock.’
After a long moment of silence, the quiet click of a closing door hauled Anton back into life. He took the vase, walked down onto the street, and gave it to a beggar.
 




Chapter
Fourteen
 

The following day, Anton paid a visit to superintended Rowlands to resign his position at Guy’s. Rowlands, however, was not surprised by the turn of things. He had heard from his old friend Stark that the London Medical School had made Anton an attractive offer.
Three days later, Anton moved into a large and well equipped laboratory and his bacterial cultures were transferred with him. He had two assistants at hand who would help him develop vaccines for the two diseases that cost London more lives than any other: tetanus and cholera. Compared to these two, the death toll of murderers was neglectable.
It was agreed that only Anton, as the trained bacteriologist, would handle the hazardous viable bacterial cultures, while his assistants would clean and disinfect the lab ware, prepare the culture medium, handle the heat-killed germs, and record experimental procedures and observations. For weeks they tested tetanus bacteria on rabbits and mice that were kept in the small outdoor area behind Anton’s lab. They could reach an immunity of up to fifty percent - five out of ten animals would not contract tetanus when immunised a week before infection.
Unfortunately, there was a problem with mortality. The heat-killing of germs was not reliable - one third of the immunised animals contracted tetanus and died.
 

~~~
 

We lay
in the grass next to the river, our arms entangled into each other. Then he kissed me goodbye and pushed my limp body into the Thames.
I looked towards the window; the sky was pearly grey.
 

~~~
 

Anton was standing in the small kitchen of his spartan apartment on Tottenham Court Road. He cut two slices of bread, spread butter on them, and sprinkled a little salt on top. He took the kettle off the flame and poured the steaming water onto the expensive tea leaves. The hissing gas lamp gave only little light, but it sufficed to see what Anton’s hands were doing and to let the men down on the street know he moved about in his room.
He knew he had been tailed today. It had been a sloppy first attempt of the four men. Holding his sandwich in one hand, he walked to the side of the small window and cautiously peeked through the tattered curtain. He could see them arguing in the shadow of a shop window. That was a good sign. Anton opened the apartment door, walked down the flight of stairs, opened the door to the street, and called: ‘Fancy a cup of tea?’
Their heads jerked in his direction. Anton stepped aside while holding the door open. An inviting gesture, although not a friendly one. They crossed the street and their stride appeared indecisive.
‘Good evening,’ each one of them said, probably not knowing what else would be appropriate. They passed him and entered the house. Anton followed them and noticed that they knew he lived on the first floor. From tomorrow morning on he would hide a match between the door and its frame. Anyone entering would move the match from its original position.
The four men walked up the staircase and through the door Anton had left ajar.
‘Dr Reeks, Dr Hindle, Dr Kinyon, and Dr Nicolas,’ said Anton coolly, ‘you have tailed me and watched my window for the last forty minutes. What do you have to say?’
Anton stood with his back on the wall and his arms crossed in front of his chest. The men looked at each other; their faces showed insecurity. Hindle harrumphed and answered for the others in a defiant tone: ‘We don’t trust you!’
‘That’s not my problem,’ said Anton.
‘Why do you live in such a shabby place?’ Reeks barked.
‘That is none of your business. But as you are my guests now,’ said Anton with a trace of mocking in his voice: ‘I have to treat you accordingly. I live simple because luxury dulls the higher senses. A detail you four surely haven’t noticed.’ The spite in Anton’s words did not sound in his voice. His smile was cold, though, and didn’t go unnoticed by his guests.
‘We think you are hiding something from us.’
Anton laughed wholeheartedly at that. ‘Interesting theory. What data do you have to support it?’
The irritation Anton’s answer had caused was palpable.
‘We talked to your former colleagues at Guy’s. Some say you are soft. You are reportedly treating patients nicer than anyone else.’
‘Well, that’s of course rather horrible,’ said Anton with mock concern and somewhere in the back of his head he wondered how he had gotten so suicidal.
‘From what we heard, we can not believe that you would be able to-’ Hindle was cut off by Nicolas’s elbow making painful contact with his rib cage.
Anton’s heart rate increased a little but he gained control over it soon enough. ‘Hindle, if you don’t trust me, why are you trying to reveal a secret that Nicolas clearly doesn’t want me to know?’
Hindle’s face fell and small beads of sweat appeared on his forehead despite the cold in Anton’s apartment.
‘I… I didn’t mean to…’ he stammered, and Anton interrupted him: ‘Clearly not, no. Yet, I wonder what Dr Bowden would say?’
Their eyes widened in shock. These men were obviously not Bowden’s favourites. This was the information Anton had wanted.
‘Gentlemen, I suggest you leave now. Should I ever see you following me again, I will make sure your bloated bodies will float in the Thames.’ Anton’s voice was a cold whisper, barely audible, like the hiss of a cobra before it drives its fangs into its victim’s flesh.
He opened the door and wished them a good evening. All four left without protest.
 

~~~
 

When Anton came home the following night, he found the tall man awaiting him. Anton swallowed, closed the door quietly, and pressed his back against the wall.
The tall man looked haggard and pale. He must have lost a considerable amount of weight. His cheeks were hollow and dark shadows showed under his eyes. Anton avoided the man’s eyes and instead focused on his brow or preferably any other spot in the room.
The tall man had noticed Anton’s searching look and said lightly: ‘I’m spending most of my time in workhouses. The food there is neither sufficient to sustain even a child, nor does it taste like anything but paper mill sewage.’ He tried a smile, then. ‘But that is of no importance now. Do you know Mr Samuel Standrincks?’
Anton shook his head slowly.
‘He is the chairman of the Holborn Union board of guardians. During the last week he met with several members of the Club.’
‘The Club?’ interrupted Anton, accidentally looking into the man’s eyes and regretting it the same second.
‘In lack of a name I called our network of criminal doctors the Club,’ he waved his hand impatiently. ‘I could overhear a conversation between Standrincks and your dear Dr Stark. A so-called health examination in all of Holborn Union workhouses will be conducted in one week time. The Club is about to choose their test subjects.’
The tall man looked expectantly at Anton, who didn’t move a muscle. After a short moment he continued: ‘Did you know that Standrincks, as chairman of the board of guardians, is paid by the government? The board usually sees very little of the workhouses, they receive reports from committees they appointed. The pay for the committees comes directly from the chairman, who also receives the reports and picks the committee members. Every piece of information the board receives is first filtered through Standrincks. And all reports from the board are first passed through Standrincks before they reach the government.’
‘Why does one need a board then?’ muttered Anton sarcastically.
‘Precisely! Its sole purpose is to show that the government cares for paupers. They are receiving money and take part in meetings. But as everything goes over Standrincks’s desk, their decisions are futile. Needless to say that I will dedicate some time to Mr Standrincks and see whether the government is involved in any way. By the bye - how is your research for the Club going?’
Slowly, Anton shifted his weight from one leg to the other and answered: ‘I am testing the tetanus vaccine on animals. They also want a cholera vaccine, but we lack suitable patients to isolate the germs. I am expecting the Club to deliver one soon, though.’
Anton noticed that the tall man went rigid. It was probably the coldness in Anton’s voice, so he modulated it a little: ‘We are now reaching the limits of testability. Only after testing them on human subjects can we say for sure that the vaccines are working.’
‘You will suggest it?’ The tall man’s voice was now as cold as Anton’s.
‘I may have to. Their actions are still legal.’
‘They are tailing you,’ said the tall man, cautiously changing the subject. Anton pulled one corner of his mouth up and answered: ‘I know. I’m the newest addition to the Club. They need to make sure they can trust me.’ After a short pause he added: ‘It’s not good you are here.’
‘You underestimate me,’ growled the tall man.
‘You underestimate me, too.’
‘I don’t think so. But what you are doing, Anna, is not healthy.’
Anton gave a short hard laugh: ‘Look into the mirror!’
 

 

 




Chapter
Fifteen
 

Three days later, Stark called at Anton’s quarters in the late evening to inform him a suitable cholera specimen had now been delivered to his lab.
Although Anton had known this moment would come, he was not prepared for its arrival. He stared across his room at the small window. The knowledge that ordinary life bustled on behind the dark rectangle, gave him a little strength.
‘How has it been delivered?’ he asked and it, it, it echoed in his brain, bouncing off cold walls like the shrieking of bats.
‘Female from Dundee, delivered with a brougham,’ answered Stark in a bored telegram style. Anton made a mental note - Dundee was more than four-hundred miles north. How far does the Club’s network reach?, he wondered.
‘The cabby is a reliable man. We have had used him for other... tasks.’ Stark scratched his chin. Anton sensed the gaping cleft within the man, who did not quite trust his young colleague but had been ordered to share sensitive information with him. ‘He was well paid and instructed not to listen to any noise she made. We told him she is insane and seriously sick,’ explained Stark. He seemed to loosen up a little and chuckled. ‘The man must have whipped his horses like the devil, has never made it down here in such a short time!’
Then he clapped his hands in delight and Anton felt the heat rising inside his chest. But he told his heart to be still and his breath to come regular. In his brain, though, he went berserk: he beat Stark unconscious and tied his arms and legs with a rope. Then he would infect him with cholera and wait a few days. After the disease had turned Stark into an intestine expelling wreck, he would leave him outside in the cold, lying in his own shit and vomit, without food, water, or even a consoling word for his remaining days. A trial would be the least thing Stark would have to worry about.
Fighting for the appropriate amount of curiosity and ease in his voice he asked: ‘Dundee, you say? That’s far away. Who prepared her for the transfer?’
Here, Stark stopped for a few seconds, obviously pondering whether he was allowed to share this information, too. After a moment he gave in: ‘A colleague from the Dundee School of Medicine.’
Anton made another metal note. The Club had a medical doctor working for them so far away from London. How much further did their tentacles reach?
‘Did you take precautions?’ Anton enquired.
‘Of course we did!’ cried Stark indignantly. ‘She has no family, no one will miss her. The driver believes she will receive special treatment at our school.’ A smile played around his angler fish death trap. ‘Do not worry yourself, Dr Kronberg. No one will ever know.’ He grabbed Anton’s shoulder and shook it lightly.
Anton wondered how a man could exude so much hypocrisy and not drop dead of shame. ‘Excellent. Has the cab been cleaned thoroughly?’ Avoiding the transmission of the disease was the one thing that kept Anton sane at the moment. Trying to prevent the worst, was what he focused on, while his heart was aching like a rotten tooth.
‘Certainly!’ exclaimed Stark, letting go of Anton’s shoulder to wave his hand. ‘Its interior had been disinfected by your assistants. They also cleansed themselves and are now using your new invention - those masks, in addition to coats and gloves when they deal with the woman.’ Stark was now notably irritated by the interrogation.
Anton nodded approvingly and walked over to the door. ‘I will have to extract the germs before or right after the subject dies,’ he said and grabbed his coat from the hanger. Stark did the same and together they took a hansom to London Medical School.
Only a few minutes later, both men walked into Anton’s laboratory. On the floor lay a soiled and frail looking woman, half covered by a thin blanket. Although she was too weak to move, her hands were bound behind her back.
Anton felt himself splicing in two. He knew he had to remain here, appear calm and calculating. But all he wanted was run away and scream. He inhaled quietly and put himself back together again.
Both men approached the dying woman. Her breathing was shallow, almost gone.
‘Leave me alone. You don’t want to watch this,’ noted Anton dryly, and Stark appeared to have the exact same thought.
 

~~~
 

Her ribcage started to heave convulsively, and she opened her eyes in panic. Her unsteady gaze found Anton kneeling on the floor close by. She opened her mouth, but could not speak. Her eyes were pleading. He ripped off his gloves and took her cold and shrivelled hands into his.
‘I am so sorry,’ he whispered while feeling utterly useless.
Her legs started twitching - the loss of fluids and minerals caused her muscles to contract uncontrollably and painfully. He sensed it then and wished he could be the one to be taken away now. But that was ridiculous. No one could haggle with death.
Anton took both her hands into one of his now and stretched to take a bottle of ether from the shelf above him. He poured a large amount onto a handkerchief. She smelled it then. Anton gazed at her, asking for permission. She smiled weakly and he pressed the stinking cloth against her mouth and caressed her soiled hair until long after her heart had given up fluttering.
 

~~~
Anton disinfected his hands, arms, and face. He put his gloves on, his mask, and his rubber apron. He inserted a narrow tube into the woman’s rectum, connected the other end to a large syringe, and extracted about a quarter of an ounce of dirty greenish fluid.
Carefully, he spread drops of it onto plates of solid culturing medium his assistants had prepared for him. Half of the Petri dishes were kept under the exclusion of oxygen, the other half with air contact. Anton didn’t know yet whether cholera germs where strictly anaerobic or not.
He poured the remaining fluid into a beaker and heated it to 80°C for twenty minutes. After it had cooled down, he fed it to half the mice and rabbits. He marked them by shaving a bit fur off their bellies. No one would notice, he hoped. If he was extraordinary lucky he could have a cholera vaccine ready in a few days without the Club’s knowledge. Maybe it could help save a few lives. Maybe it could pay for what he’d done.
He prepared a letter - a small piece of parchment in a cheap envelope, which he would mail the next morning to Mr Sherlock Holmes, Baker Street 221B.
“Guilty of abduction, torture, and neglect of an unidentified female cholera victim, diseased today at London Medical School: Dr Gregory Stark, Dr Jarell Bowden, Assistant Mr Daniel Strowbridge, Assistant Mr Edison Bonsell, and an unknown medical doctor from the
Dundee School of Medicine. Guilty of murder of the same woman: Dr Anton Kronberg.”
 

 




Chapter
Sixteen
 

On the following evening at six o’clock, Dr Jarell Bowden called at Anton’s quarters.
‘You honour me with your visit, Dr Bowden,’ said Anton with a hint of a bow while beckoning the old man into his room. He offered him his only armchair. It used to be burgundy red, but time had turned it into a dull pink. Except for the patches, which were almost white. Bowden took the tattered seat with reluctance.
Anton made tea and stoked the fire, rarely taking his eyes off his visitor. Bowden’s expression was controlled but his beady eyes darted here and there, taking in Anton’s shabby room. He couldn’t hide a slight sneer.
Anton placed a chair on the other side of the coffee table and sat down facing his guest. ‘How can I help you, Dr Bowden?’ he enquired in a friendly manner, wondering whether Bowden would address the issue directly.
‘I heard you have threatened four of my men,’ said Bowden while taking his eyes off the room and gluing them onto Anton’s face. ‘How do you defend yourself, Dr Kronberg?’
Good, thought Anton, there was still hope as long as Bowden was openly confronting him.
‘I don’t,’ he answered, ‘as I did threaten them.’
Bowden’s upper body gave the slightest jerk backwards while his eyelids flickered a little. ‘You do not defend yourself?’ he said with surprise.
‘I don’t think I neither need nor should. The four tailed me and did so, I believe, without your orders. They let me know they don’t trust me. It doesn’t bother me, though, as I think neither of them is of importance to me or my work.’
Anton noticed that Bowden showed no reaction to the depreciative statement.
He continued: ‘One of them was about to reveal a secret that was not for me to know.’ At that, Bowden raised his eyebrows but managed to pull them down soon enough. He seemed to be aware of the younger man’s scrutinising eyes. Anton went on: ‘The behaviour they showed was uncontrolled and their action not thought through. They followed a hunch and put belief above knowledge. I found them to be most unreliable. So I threatened them I would shove them into the Thames if anything like that would ever happen again.’
‘They told me a different story,’ responded Bowden lightly and leaned back in the armchair, obviously looking forward to a devastating effect of his words. But Anton did not react as expected.
‘Well, then it remains for you to decide whom you choose to believe,’ he answered calmly, while making an effort not to think about anything else but the scarlet bulls eye. Anton did not move nor did he take his eyes off Bowden.
After a long moment of consideration, Bowden answered: ‘You strike me as rather odd. Any other man would have tried to convince me of his innocence and would have fought to gain my trust. Why don’t you?’
Anton started shivering. To conceal the fear he rose to his feet and stoked the fire, then rubbed his hands close to the heat.
After he had collected himself again, he turned to the old man: ‘Because I do not put words above action. If I where in your position, I would not trust that new man either. And you don’t, which makes you a safe leader. To be absolutely sure, I would put a tail on the man, as you did, too. I would ask his former colleagues what kind of person he is, as you did, too. At some point though, I would have to make a decision. Either I can or can not trust him. At some point I would have to take a risk. It’s either in or out. But you have to make that decision, as you are the leader. Only you can know whether these four men have always been trustworthy to the highest degree, have never lied to you, have never done anything that could have jeopardised your goals. I am in no position to recommend which action is the one you should take, Dr Bowden.’
Anton walked back to his chair and sat down, silently gazing into Bowden’s wide open eyes. After a long moment Bowden pouted his lips slightly and produced a scant nod. ‘You are a remarkable man, Dr Kronberg. I have never met anyone who speaks so openly. Yet, I can not trust you. I will think about our problem and will, as you have noticed already, keep you under surveillance for the time being.’
With that he took his leave. After the door had closed, Anton placed his forehead into his palms and sat on the chair for a very long time, while seeing his own body floating face down in the river.
 

~~~
 

The woman from Dundee walked into my room. She looked at me. I was lying in my bed unable to move. She lifted my blanket and crawled in next to me. ‘Sleep Anna,’ she said gently, placing her skeletal hand, which was neither warm nor cold, onto my chest. She smiled. Her hand was heavy, like a large rock crushing my lungs. I could neither breathe nor move. She was smiling still, while I was dying.
I inhaled the cold air greedily, hurled myself out of the bed, and puked into the chamber pot.
 

~~~
 

Shaking with weakness, I went to open the door and called to Mrs Wimbush, my landlady. I did not wait for her reply but made my long way back to bed and wrapped my freezing body into blankets. Sleep came fast and relieved me of the stomach ache and nausea for a while.
Someone harrumphed. I opened my eyes and saw Mrs Wimbush standing next to the bed. She looked worried and slightly annoyed.
‘Wha’s wrong with ya? Yer poorly?’
I nodded and answered: ‘I think I contracted cholera. Don’t touch anything. If you did, wash your hands with a lot of soap.’
Her eyes widened in shock and she moved back a few inches.
‘Mrs Wimbush, I would be ever so grateful if you could get me clean water, lots of it. And a large chamber pot please...’ I saw Mrs Wimbush wrinkle her nose and shaking her shoulders in disgust. ‘And would you please make me a mix of freshly chopped onions with black pepper? Grind it together to a paste. Fresh lime would be very helpful, too, so I can mix it into my drinking water. I will also need potassium permanganate from the apothecary, so I can disinfect the diarrhoea before you or the maid handle the chamber pot.
‘Certainly,’ she whispered slowly and rather pale. Then she added: ‘Don’t ya need a docter?’
‘No, thank you Mrs Wimbush, I am a medical doctor and can take care of myself. But I would be very grateful for a good fire.’
The last thing I needed was some quack who would examine me and find these odd details about my anatomy.
Mrs Wimbush left and soon returned with the requested chamber pot and coal for a larger fire.
 

~~~
 

Around noon, my landlady had got me most of the things I’d asked for. While she was gone, I meandered between bed and chamber pot, between vomiting, half-consciousness, and explosive diarrhoea.
Inside, I felt ice-cold, while my skin was burning with a high fever. I was sweating profusely, too. It felt as if my body wanted to get rid of all the liquids it had stored. I imagined myself shrivelling up like a stranded jellyfish.
My wrapped-up breasts were beginning to ache. But I could do nothing about it, as Mrs Wimbush walked in and out of my room, exchanging soiled chamber pots every so often. Two bulges underneath the sweaty shirt would be more than obvious. She had offered to send the maid to help me wash myself. I refused, hoping she would take my protest seriously and not write it off as the ramblings of someone too sick to think.
It took two days of drifting in and out of consciousness, of expelling bodily fluids, and wishing I could die rather sooner than later, until some of my strength returned.
I decided to finally wash myself, bolted my door, and undressed, undid the bandages from around my chest and, as a result, felt quite out of breath already.
Warm water was waiting in the jug next to the wash basin and I scrubbed my reeking body. It needed two changes of fresh water to finally feel clean again. Panting and naked, I sat down on my armchair and let the blaring fire toast my front.
 

~~~
 

He let go of my hand. ‘I’m so sorry,’
I whispered. His answer was harsh and made my heart ache: ‘Leave me alone. You are embarrassing me.’
I just made it to the chamber pot in time.
 

~~~
 

The morning of the third day I felt my appetite returning. The bits of dry bread I had for breakfast did not urge themselves up my throat again and I knew that cholera lay behind me.
Just as I had undressed and started to wash the night sweat off, I heard a knock on my door.
‘Who is it?’
‘Mrs Wimbush. Havin’ a telegram for ya,’ she shouted a little too loud through the closed door.
‘Thank you Mrs Wimbush. Could you please leave it at the top of the stairs? I am not fully dressed at the moment.’
She harrumphed - I assumed in the affirmative - and stomped down the stairs again.
I waited until I heard her door slam shut, then opened mine a small crack and snatched the wire. Its content made my neck tingle
‘Will call tonight at seven. JBowden.’
I stared down at the piece of paper, hoping the letters would disappear. Unfortunately, they didn’t.
I wasn’t ready for Bowden yet. My brain felt as thick as honey. The only person I could think of now, the only one who may know what I could do, was Holmes. So I put my tea pot in the windowsill as a sign for him to come. I had barely washed and dressed when a rap on the door announced his arrival.
I opened, and Holmes stepped in, still wearing his pauper clothes and the workhouse stench. How long would it take to solve that case? I wondered.
‘Good lord! What happened to you?’ he cried out.
‘Cholera,’ I said, and retreated to my armchair, with my cold feet close to the fire. I had seen myself in the glass earlier - my already gaunt complexion had transformed to a rather famished look with dark rings under my eyes. It had scared even me.
Holmes exhaled audibly. ‘Why the deuce did you not call me earlier?’
‘Because I know how to treat cholera and you don’t?’ I offered as an explanation.
He opened his mouth to retort, mumbled something like ‘pigheadedness’ and then dropped the issue.
‘And how can I be of service today?’ he asked sarcastically.
I frowned and was about to give him the wire when I noticed the state of his hands.
‘How long have you been picking oakum now?’ I asked. He didn’t answer.
I fetched a pair of forceps from my doctor’s bag.
‘Sit down, please.’ I motioned to the armchair and sat next to him on the armrest. Awkwardly, I took his hands into mine and started extracting oakum shrapnels from his skin.
‘How odd,' I said quietly, ‘no one notices that your hands are not used to hard work, that the workhouse’s stench can not cover the smell of Muscovy soap and tobacco, that you have a decent haircut, that your ears are clean, that you shaved with a sharp blade, that...’
‘It never stops to surprise, does it?’ said he while I pulled a particularly thick splinter from underneath his thumbnail. He didn’t even flinch.
‘It never surprises me that people can’t see me,’ I answered and saw his expression flickering from quizzical to nonplussed before he put his mask back on.
I was done with the splinter extraction and let go of his hands.
‘Bowden sent me a telegram,’ I said with a thin voice. ‘He will call tonight.’
I got up again and rummaged in a drawer until I had found a small jar with a thick yellow paste in it. Silently, I worked it into his hands and he started smelling like a sheep.
‘Lanolin,’ I informed him, ‘will help to heal the skin quickly and has antibacterial qualities.’ I released him then and looked into his face. ‘I’m not ready for Bowden, I can barely think.’ I didn’t mention that I was about to panic, but I guess that didn’t escape his notice.
‘Bowden knows you have been ill?’
‘Yes, he does. I asked Mrs Wimbush to send a wire to the Medical School three days ago.’
‘Any clue what he could want other than you back in your laboratory?’ he asked.
‘No.’
He rose and waved his arm for me to sit. Standing next to the fireplace, he spoke: ‘Anna, trust yourself in this as I trust you. You are an excellent actress. In fact, the best I know. You are intelligent, observant, and you can adapt to any situation. Bowden knows you are sick, so he will not be surprised to notice you are not yourself. You can pretend to feel weaker than you really are. Lay in bed when he calls, close your eyes often, breathe heavily, you know the game.’
So assuring was his speech, I started to believe him. With a small grin he added: ‘Bowden can impossibly be half as sharp as you.’
I lifted my hands then and held them parallel to the floor. They shook severely.
‘I can’t. Not today,’ my voice was about to break and he must have noticed it.
‘Hum…’ he grumbled, ‘that serious.’
A moment later he clapped his hands together, told me not to worry myself, to go to bed, and find some rest.
‘What is the plan?’ I asked his back, which was almost out the door now.
He turned and stuck his face through the open crack, produced a boyish smile, and answered: ‘Holdup is the plan. Bowden will find it impossible to pay you a visit tonight’
The door snapped shut and I found myself trusting Holmes without detailed explanations. How odd.



Chapter
Seventeen
 

I was lying on the
cold ground on a large and empty field, unable to move a muscle. A tall man, clad in a black robe, his face hidden by a hood, towered over me. I knew him. He had finally come for me. A scythe shone in the moonlight. Slowly, it fell. He had cut my feet off. I screamed. The scythe fell again, and again, and again, cutting my legs into slices. I screamed and begged him to cut my head off next.
I opened my eyes. A cold and wet blanket stuck to my body. Day broke.
 

~~~
 

I stared into the glass and nodded at my own reflection, trying to convince myself that I was able to face the world of Dr Anton Kronberg again.
 

~~~
 

It took Anton a considerable time to get dressed, walk down onto the street and find a hansom to London Medical School. He wiped his moist forehead as he sat down in the cab and condemned his weakness. The timing was more than inconvenient.
He found his two assistants in the lab, preparing a fresh batch of media. Everyone adhered to etiquette: Anton bade them a good morning and they enquired about his health.
However, Anon noticed the surveillance had fortified. He struck a match on the table and lit the Bunsen burner in front of him. How much time would he have left? he wondered.
Using a magnifying glass, he inspected the colonies that had formed on the solid media. The Petri dishes clinked quietly while he handled them. Behind him, his two assistants were silent and he could feel their stares boring into his back.
He could see a vast diversity of bacterial colonies that had formed under both anaerobic and aerobic conditions. He would need a lot of mice to test these on. Anton turned to face his two companions.
‘Mr Strowbridge, we will need at least one hundred mice to test these germs. I need you to procure them immediately. And supplement the cages and the fodder, please,’ said Anton with a thin voice that was meant to reflect his weakened state.
Strowbridge nodded and left, while Bonsell stayed behind and moved a bit closer to Anton, compensating for the lack of his colleague and backup. Several minutes after Strowbridge had left, Anton heard a faint footfall in the hallway. It sounded like Bowden. Meanwhile Bonsell had squeezed himself a little too close to Anton.
He lowered his voice: ‘Mr Bonsell, are you resistant to cholera?’ He held a slender iron lance into the Bunsen burner’s flame, just above the hottest blue.
‘I know you are supposed to keep an eye on me, Bonsell.’ He pushed the glowing lance into the solid media. The hiss made Bonsell jump. ‘Be careful, I can get rough should you hinder my work!’ growled Anton at last.
‘Dr Kronberg!’ cried Bonsell in disbelief and took a step back, possibly afraid Anton would drive the smouldering lance into his hands if he wouldn’t keep them off the lab bench.
‘I mean it, Bonsell. The way you handled that woman was most unprofessional,’ he barked using up his feeble breath. ‘You left a trail of highly contagious faeces that contaminated my entire laboratory. Or how do you think did I contract cholera? And worst of all - you risked a contamination of the valuable pure cultures. Your careless actions threw back our work for more than a week!’
Anton had risen to his feet and his face was now very close to Bonsell’s. ‘Should you get too close to me while I work with my cultures, or should you so much as think of touching my work, I will break your arm!’
‘Well, well, Dr Kronberg,’ interrupted Bowden with a snarl. He had just entered the lab and must have overheard them. Anton was satisfied.
‘Mr Bonsell, if you could leave us alone for a moment,’ said Bowden and positioned himself to Anton’s right, his arms folded over his chest, eyes black like the fetid mud on the Thames’ bank. Anton sat back down and let Bowden tower over him.
‘Dr Kronberg, how far did you advance with the cholera germs?’
‘I have isolates that need to be characterised and identified. Strowbridge is getting mice this very moment. I’ll use them to test the cultures and in no more than five days time we should be able to tell which ones are the cholera germs. After that I can grow the amount you require.’
Bowden nodded and took a step closer. Anton felt like drowning in the dark pool of Bowden’s eyes.
‘How come you contracted cholera? Shouldn’t you, of all, know how to avoid it?’
‘One would expect so, yes,’ noted Anton. ‘It was necessary, nonetheless.’ He let Bowden digest his cryptic statement.
‘I don’t understand,’ said Bowden. No surprise, thought Anton and explained: ‘My two assistants have brought a dying woman here and smeared a trail of her contagious faeces from the entrance all though my laboratory. I had two choices – I fume the room with concentrated acid and sacrifice my tetanus cultures or I scrub the floor. I chose the latter.’
‘You could have told them,’ Bowden jerked his head towards the door, ‘to do it for you.’
‘Excuse me, Dr Bowden, but did they not prove unreliable?’
Bowden’s eyes narrowed and he considered what he had learned for a long moment. Then he leaned towards Anton and rasped: ‘What, in your opinion, should we be doing with the isolated cholera germs?’
Anton gazed into the flame. In contrast to all other fires, the Bunsen burner’s flame was perfectly steady. He knew his answer would decide whether he survived this day or not.
He swallowed the possibility of a very short life span and answered calmly: ‘I can only guess, Dr Bowden. But considering the fact that you abducted a cholera victim must raise the impression you are a man without scruples.’
Bowden’s arteries on both sides of his neck pulsated visibly and his face started to flush.
Anton smiled then and added admiringly: ‘I like that.’
The colour drained from Bowden’s face again and Anton spoke softly: ‘You are well aware that my neck is already in your noose. I euthanized the woman. That might be interpreted as manslaughter, but more likely as murder. How often do I have to prove my trustworthiness, Dr Bowden?’ Anton tried to keep most of the rage out of his voice, just a little remained audible, to let Bowden taste his impatience.
‘I repeat my question: What are we doing then?’ hissed Bowden and Anton saw the door of opportunity open.
‘Test both, germs and vaccines, on human subjects,’ he answered coolly.
Bowden’s face relaxed, but there was still a trace of doubt in his eyes. Anton took a deep plunge into the black and let his imagination go rampant. He leaned forward and said in a conspiring tone: ‘Considering that the Kaiser plans a war against England, I would try to develop highly aggressive strains of pathogenic bacteria and use them in warfare.’
It was an insane idea, a wild guess, something to press the point that Anton had absolutely no scruples.
It showed the desired effect - Bowden was visibly blown away.



Chapter
Eighteen
 

Two days later, Anton and Stark met with Mr Standrincks, chairman of the Holborn Union board of guardians. The latter was to distribute contracts in all of Holborn’s workhouses, which allowed the testing of novel vaccines on inmates. The Club had prepared leaflets that ought to be signed by willing men, women, and children to take part in vaccine test trails. Most of them couldn’t read well enough and thus missed the small clause - it allowed the Club to inject active bacteria any time of their choosing to test the efficiency of immunisation. None of the paupers knew they were about to sign their own death sentence - for the pitiful price of two sovereigns.
As the poorest of London were to receive money in exchange for a small prick in their biceps, the Club expected a large number of volunteers to choose from. After their meeting in Standrincks’s office, the three men left with a cab to inspect Fulham Road’s workhouse. The selection process would start tomorrow.
 

~~~
 

The vase was waiting on his coffee table when Anton returned to his flat in the evening. He stood frozen in his doorway and only reluctantly moved into his room while gazing into every corner to find his visitor. But the room was empty.
Anton didn’t dare touch the vase, not even to toss it out of the small window. He knew too well what it meant and he wouldn’t agree.
Only five minutes later two sharp raps announced his arrival and the tall man entered without waiting for Anton’s invitation.
Standing at the door he said simply: ‘I saw you today, Anna, needless to say that I want you to select me.’
And my guard fell, so soon. I shuddered.
‘No,’ I breathed, turning away from him to face the window.
I heard his footsteps approaching. ‘I was under the impression that we are working together. How else can I appear in court to testify?’
‘The tests are legal. We give out contracts for signed consent,’ my voice reflected back into the room. The glass I had spoken to had gotten cloudy.
Holmes was quiet for a moment and I turned around. My hands held on to each other behind my back.
Contemplating, he rubbed his forehead.
‘I am sorry. I wished…’ I trailed off and looked at his threadbare shoes. ‘I wished I could end this now.’ How useless these words were, I thought.
He ignored my remark and asked: ‘Does Bowden trust you now?’
‘No. Not entirely at least. But I do hope he believes I’m worse than anyone in the Club.’ I avoided looking into his eyes.
‘What did you tell him?’
‘It is a long story,’ I said evasively and added: ‘I’ll tell you when this is over.’
‘You will choose me for the trial, Anna,’ he ordered.
‘Forget it.’
‘You will,’ he growled, ‘and you will also have to find a way to avoid killing dozens of people.’
Stunned I looked up into his face.
‘What do you think am I doing, Sherlock? Do I look like I enjoy myself?’
‘Hum… maybe you do,’ he said taking three strides forward to pick at my newly tailored waist coat. ‘Well made, wool and silk. Quite expensive I dare say.’
I slapped his hand away. ‘You are an idiot! That was a weak attempt. You need to come up with something better to make me hate you so much that I send you off to get injected with tetanus. What the hell are you thinking?’
His grey eyes met mine and he said quietly: ‘I’d very much prefer if you’d not have romantic feelings for me.’
What a flood of emotion he caused with that one sentence! Frantically I searched for words. But all I could squeeze out was a simple: ‘Me, too.’
 

~~~
 

I was sitting on our cherry tree, my father calling up to me: ‘Anna! You will come down now!’
‘Forget it! I will not wear that dress! It is so ugly! And I will surely not go visit that bloody man on the cross!’
I woke up laughing, thinking of my father’s final attempt to get me into church. Then, I noticed I hadn’t been laughing for weeks. Quickly, the happy memory faded.
 

~~~
 

Stark and Anton stood in the large dining hall of Fulham Road’s workhouse. The vaulted ceilings were reminiscent of a church, but the odour wasn’t. The aroma of stale porridge and sweat, mould and dust were carried along by the cold air chafing frigid stone walls.
The inmates had dressed in their best attire for the occasion: women with clean linen dresses, white aprons, and neat caps. Men wearing styles of greater variety – some from the shoemaker store with leather aprons, heavy trousers and boots; some from the farm with equally sturdy clothes, but all were exceptionally clean. They wanted to look appealing, noticed Anton with a heavy heart while watching them lining up to sign the consent.
Anton and Stark selected more than fifty subjects from the large mass. They should suffice for the first tests. The day before, Anton had convinced Bowden that he’d be the one with the final word in the selection process. He wanted strong and healthy adults. No children, no old or undernourished people, no pregnant or nursing women. He argued that the mortality rate may be higher in these groups. Dead paupers must raise suspicion, Anton had said, and Bowden believed him.
He could see the tall man getting closer with each pauper Anton examined. For more than half an hour did Anton avoid the tall man’s gaze until he finally stood before him, holding the signed contract in his outstretched hand.
Anton fingered the tall man’s biceps and ribs, pulled the lower lids down to check the colour of the eyeballs and said: ‘Not this one’, to Stark, without ever addressing the man in front of him.
‘Why? He looks comparatively healthy,’ was Stark’s surprised answer.
‘Too old and undernourished, I will not use him,’ said Anton, shoving the tall man to the side and shouting: ‘Next one!’
He knew he could expect a visitor tonight.
 

 




Chapter
Nineteen
 

The only man I ever loved
lay next to me. He gently tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and…
I opened my eyes. It was still dark.
 

~~~
 

The tall man had not appeared last night, but Anton didn’t think too much about it. All he had done was to refuse an order.
But he didn’t see him at Fulham’s nor in the other two workhouses they inspected. Maybe he was disappointed and didn’t want to talk to him, Anton hoped. But after yet another night, he got worried and placed the vase into the window.
No one came and he knew something went wrong.
 

~~~
 

…and said: ‘I must leave now,’ his smile was fading.
‘Why?’
‘Death is coming for me.’
‘I will come with you.’
I sucked in the cold night air and squeezed my eyes shut. Shall the water stay inside and drown my wretched soul.
 

~~~
 

‘Strowbridge, I need to talk to Dr Bowden. Send him a wire, if you please,’ ordered Anton the moment he walked into his laboratory in the early morning.
Strowbridge nodded obediently and left. There had been a recent change of climate in the lab. His two assistants were friendlier and more cooperative than ever. But the surveillance was still under operation.
Now only Bonsell was left in the lab and he was the less observant of the two. Carefully, Anton took the beakers containing the liquid pure cultures of cholera germs and walked them over to his workbench. He would need both, active and heat inactivated bacteria for the tests on human subjects. His assistants had already sterilised four fresh beakers for him. He would seal them now for tomorrow’s use. He knew what to do. He had done the same with the tetanus germs.
‘Mr Bonsell, would you give me a hand?’ he asked in a friendly manner.
Bonsell obediently walked over to Anton, who sat in front of the Bunsen burner. All four beakers were standing next to the flame. Bonsell eyed the liquid cultures.
‘Be careful, they are active,’ said Anton with a low voice. A sideway glance at Bonsell’s hands told him that his words had the desired effect - they were shaking slightly.
‘Take these empty Petri dishes, cover the two beakers with them, and place the beakers into the water bath. It needs exactly 80°C for exactly two hours. I will prepare the active ones in the meantime.’
Bonsell nodded. He did not know that the process of vaccine production would require exactly twenty minutes of heat inactivation, balancing the killing of germs while leaving cell surface proteins mostly intact. A risky undertaking, as the cultures were to be injected into humans. Any surviving germ could cause an infection and that hazard was very real, given the short time of heat treatment. But Anton made sure the cultures would be boiled to death and no life could be threatened.
Bonsell’s hands were shaking.
‘Pull yourself together, Bonsell! The germs are in a bottle, they are not going to jump at you.’
Bonsell’s nervous eyes shot to Anton and back to the flasks before he took the Petri dishes and placed them carefully on the beakers’ mouths. The liquid shook, and the glass dishes made little clonking noises as he carried them over to the water bath. As soon as Bonsell had turned his back, Anton started to count down from twenty.
Quickly and carefully, as he had practised at home, Anton plugged the active cholera cultures with a rubber stopper and made sure the seal was very tight - sixteen. He opened his small bag - eleven, removed two identical bottles - eight, and placed them on his lab bench - five. Then he slipped the bottles filled with cholera germs into two separate leather bags inside his doctor’s bag - two. At home, he would add a large amount of creosote and pour them into the Thames the next morning, when they would be harmless.
Bonsell turned around and Anton was back under surveillance. After two more minutes, Strowbridge returned.
Around noon he received a wire from Bowden: ‘Will call tonight, six o’clock, your quarters, JB’
 

~~~
 

Anton made tea and placed two cups and the tea pot onto his coffee table. He left the armchair for Bowden and placed one of his kitchen chairs opposite to it. Two bangs announced Bowden’s arrival. Anton opened and beckoned him in.
‘Dr Bowden, thank you for coming. Please take a seat. Can I offer you some tea?’
Bowden nodded and inspected the cup before taking a small sip. Then he set it down and looked expectantly at Anton.
‘The cholera cultures are ready, Dr Bowden. Bonsell and I prepared enough liquid of active and heat-killed bacteria to test them tomorrow if you should choose so. However, I must caution you - we have to use them within the next two days. If kept at this state for too long, they will be rendered ineffective.’
Bowden nodded. He hadn’t said anything yet. Anton leaned back in his chair and the wooden backrest produced a creak.
‘Do you want me to tell you what we are doing next?’ he asked the old man coolly.
Bowden’s mouth tried to fight back a chilly smile.
‘Dr Bowden, I know you trust me about that far.’ Anton held up his right hand, his thumb and index finger almost touching. ‘But remember, I can be convicted for what I have done for you. I am open with you. So open, that it shocks you. Still, you can not come to a decision, whether to trust me or not. Why is that?’
‘You are German,’ said Bowden simply.
Anton was flabbergasted.
‘Well, that’s neither my fault, nor should it be a problem. England is my home. I do not have many memories I’m fond of when it comes to my life back in Germany,’ he replied with great contempt in his voice.
Bowden did not move; he only smiled coldly and unbelieving.
‘Again a decision I can’t make for you. But I’m getting tired here. I know that you picked new subjects for the cholera trial. You did so several days ago.’
Bowden lost his grin and looked shocked.
‘I am not stupid, Dr Bowden. That is after all why you chose me in the first place. I am observant. I noticed paupers had disappeared from the work houses. And only those individuals who signed the consent, who have not been chosen for the tetanus trail and have no family. These were not many. Twenty subjects, ten men and ten women, if I counted correctly. You had to move them to a different location because you want to infect them with cholera and you can’t do so under the eyes of half London.
Anton had not taken his gaze off Bowden.
Slowly, all air in Bowden’s lungs escaped in one long sigh. The body of the rigid man moulded itself into the gentle bends of the tattered arm chair.
‘Dr Kronberg, I think it is time I introduce you to Broadmoor.’ He sounded relieved as he said it.
‘I know Broadmoor and Nicholson. He is driven man and probably the right one for you. He has no scruples or other moral baggage,’ noted Anton.
Only minutes later, the two men agreed on taking Bowden’s brougham to Broadmoor early the next morning.
 

~~~
 

I sat in a rocking chair and looked down onto my pale and bony legs. My hands, mottled by a too long life, rested on my knees and held an apple and a knife. There was no one who would bemoan my death, I noticed with
regret. What did I survive for?
I opened my eyes and determination vibrated in every fibre of my body.
 

~~~
 

Anton and Bowden crossed Broadmoor’s courtyard and aimed for the high security blocks. ‘We chose a set of twenty subjects,’ Bowden said, ‘as you correctly noticed.’
Anton remembered the place, the fear, and the night spent under a tree. With haste, he wiped the memory away.
The two men walked through a large hall. The cold stone walls echoed their footsteps. They passed twenty small cots, each equipped with four fetters. Interweaved with the sharp clack-clack of their heels was a quiet murmur. It seeped from the back of the hall and announced the final arrival of horror.
Anton made for the noise and Bowden followed. They passed through an arched doorway and a narrow corridor that forked like a snake’s tongue. At the end of each tip was an iron door with a small barred window.
Anton aimed towards the left and stood on tiptoe to look through the square opening. Ten women, aged between fifteen and forty were squeezed together in a small cell. A bucket served as a privy and was full to the brim. The fear was palpable.
With foreboding so heavy he could barely walk, he made for the door to the right. The room harboured ten men of approximately the same range of age. With a jolt, Anton recognised the tall man.
He felt his armour peel off him like a skin too small for her wearer. It fell off in shreds and would never be worn again.
Somewhere in the Berkshire, an Oriole male cried his melodic call and the raspy answer of the female followed soon thereafter.
 




Part Three - Sherlock
 

Clarity of mind means clarity of passion, too;
this is why a great and clear mind loves ardently
and sees distinctly what love is.
B. Pascal
 




Chapter
Twenty
 

There he stood - one of ten starved and tattered looking prisoners. The thought of the dying rabbits and mice behind my lab at London Medical School snuck into my brain, threatening to rip it apart.
Our time had run out.
Someone behind me spoke; it was Bowden. My throat was clenched to a fist, my mouth a desert. He tapped my shoulder and slowly I turned around. I tried to conceal the rage in my eyes. My brain sent an urgent command to my lungs to commence breathing. Not so much for the lack of oxygen, but for the danger of being discovered. I coughed and looked at Bowden. ‘They look too sick already!’ I barked at him.
Reproachful he took half a step back and retorted: ‘These were the only ones available! Use them.’
This last sentence was a command.
‘When do we start?’ I asked, straining to put only curiosity in my voice and not the stampede of angst and hate.
‘Tomorrow.’
 

~~~
 

The next day, a last health check-up of our human test subjects was due. Only hours later, we would feed them active cholera germs, or inject the heat-killed ones into their veins.
In my doctor’s bag were two dark brown glass bottles, labelled with ‘active’ and ‘inactive’, together with syringes, needles, and a rubber band.
Walking through the hall of block five, I asked Stark to examine the women and let him believe I felt an aversion to the female sex. He was noticeably amused.
I entered a small cell and spread my utensils on a table as the first man was shoved in carelessly by the guard, who then remained standing there, watching us. I was shocked - the man was naked with his hands cuffed behind his back. It wasn’t even necessary to force off all his clothes for a comprehensive physical examination. Respect and compassion have obviously left that place long ago, and I wondered why normal people willingly turn into torture machines. It gives them power, I thought and nodded. Immediately I regretted it deeply - the guard had observed me and now frowned, wondering what could be the matter with me.
I examined the man, and then the next, and the next. They all were copies of the same: undernourished, maltreated, and scared. They all hoped I would help them, show mercy, or tell them what would happen. As if they would like to know! I wouldn’t. Anything but die of cholera while being strapped onto a bunk.
The guard lead in the next man. He looked like the others, starved and dirty with his ribs only too visible above the concave abdomen. He was hunched over and limping, his feet blackened. I knew him so well. Nicholson wouldn’t recognise this wreck of a man, whom he had met once a long time ago.
I placed myself between him and the guard and slowly lifted my head. My heart was racing and my face was hot as if someone had slapped it repeatedly. He appeared controlled and kept his eyes fixed upon a spot somewhere above my head.
I started the routine auscultation. Like the others he had a number of bruises and cuts on his torso. I placed my clammy hand on each mark. One had the shape of a shoe. The thought of the kick made my hands shake. Then I spotted the freckles on his shoulders. How absurd, I thought, noticing how fragile they made him appear.
I blinked and looked up in his face, examined his mouth, tongue, and eyes, while silently trying to communicate to him that I had a plan, that he could trust me. Although I wasn’t too sure what that plan would be.
But he looked determined, as if he had his own strategy. Without moving his head, his eyes darted towards the guard and then looked back at me. As his lips twitched to the faintest smile, I stopped breathing. Only a second later he began to cough badly and doubled over, barely able to catch a breath.
I barked at the guard to make haste and take off the cuffs to prevent the man from choking. The confused guard stumbled over to Holmes, but stopped half way, not sure what would be the safest procedure. I took a step towards him and stretched out my hand, ordering him to give me the key. Holmes was now on the floor, feigning weakness. The guard’s eyes flew from my outstretched hand to the heap of coughing man and he seemed unable to decide what to do. I took another step towards him and kicked him hard in his groin. With a long huff, all air left his lungs and his body caved in. Just before he sank to his knees I used all my fury to hit him on the back of his head. His nose cracked as he hit the floor. He was about to get up again as Holmes’s naked heel made contact with his neck. Any other day, the loud snap would have shocked me. Today, it felt like the greatest relief. We had won our first battle without making too much noise and drawing attention.
I fumbled the key from the guard’s clenched fist. ‘Turn around,’ I said and freed Holmes’s wrists, panting.
I took a step back to give him the necessary space to undress the dead man and put his clothes on himself. While he pocketed the guard’s revolver, he asked casually: ‘How long until they expect you to have another patient?’
I didn’t answer and he finally looked at me. ‘Anna!’ he ordered.
‘Ten or fifteen minutes at the most,’ I said automatically
‘That should suffice,’ he noted and gingerly took my right hand and pulled it closer to his face. I hadn’t noticed that the knuckles were bleeding. Before he could examine it further, I whisked my hand away from his.
‘What is your plan?’ I enquired.
‘I will break into Nicholson’s office and wire to the local police that Broadmoor is suffering a mass breakout. That should make them come with the artillery,’ he said with a smug smile.
‘Listen, Sherlock – whatever happens – I must be Anton Kronberg for a little while longer. I’ll explain everything later.’
He nodded, and I said: ‘Now I should be believably unconscious.’ He made a face and I explained: ‘Knock me out.’
He looked around and picked up a small piece of plaster from the floor.
‘You want to hit me on the head with that tiny thing?’ I wondered aloud, almost amused now.
‘All you need is a little blood,’ he said, took as step forward grabbed my neck and drove the pointy little rock into my brow. It was only a small cut but bled sufficiently.
‘Thanks,’ I noted wryly and bent down to rub some dirt next to the wound.
‘Perfect!’ said Holmes and unlocked the door with the guard’s latch key. I watched him leave and then lay flat on the ground and pretended to take a nap. My heart was thumping so loud, I got worried someone may hear it through the closed iron door.
 




Chapter
Twenty One
 

Lying on the cold floor, I felt like the eye of a tornado. Holmes was the storm and I was the centre, waiting for destruction to surround me. I closed my eyes again and listened into my own dark and to the soft click-click of blood lazily dripping onto the stone tiles.
After a few minutes the tempest began with a timid rap on the door. As no answer came the knocks became urgent and then turned into shouts: ‘Dr Kronberg? What is going on? I demand you open the door immediately!’ It was Stark’s voice.
Then I heard him fumble the lock and try to force it. Several minutes passed until they had found a spare key and finally opened the door. He stuck his head through the opening and shouted: ‘An escape! Guards! Hurry!’ on his way back through the hall.
The blood drew a tiny black pond on the floor, and I let my thoughts tiptoe back to the night at the bog lake.
After a while Nicholson walked in. I saw him through my half closed eyes. Slowly and considering he planted one foot on the ground and then the next. A quiet tap-tap. I pictured him flicking a forked tongue in and out of the slit of his mouth. Like a great Anaconda tasting the air, trying to detect the next meal.
Then he stuck the tip of his shoe into my abdomen. This, too, he did slowly and deliberately. I had to suppress an angry growl; I wanted to eat him alive. Only a quiet groan escaped my lips and he stopped, put his foot back to the floor, and left me alone.
Then I heard a great hustle in the hall - people shouting, several gunshots, and Holmes’s commanding voice. It spread a very warm feeling through my intestines.
Two policemen walked in. One jerked me up onto my feet, and the other cuffed my hands behind my back. I let my head hang low as not to show the triumphant smile I couldn’t wipe off my face. They walked me out the room with a firm grip on the scruff of my neck. The other men were handled the same way - Stark, Nicholson, Bowden, several guards, and the Broadmoor staff. Among them was Holmes, looking pleased. We avoided each other’s eyes.
They loaded us criminals into a dog cart with two officers pointing guns into our faces. The other policemen and Holmes were behind us in a hansom and Bowden’s brougham. Holmes had managed to engage the entire local police force, I thought admiringly.
On the way to the police station we passed over a particularly bumpy section of the cobblestone road. I stood up halfway and protested against this inhumane treatment of a medical doctor who had only wanted to save the human race - I did that very loudly - and then head-butted Nicholson while falling on top of him.
The crack I heard as my forehead made contact with Nicholson’s nose was very satisfactory indeed! The man protested with zest – spit and blood flew out of his mouth as he threw insults at me.
The cart stopped, and one of the two policemen jerked me back onto my seat. Nicholson was bleeding copiously and I smiled at him. His eyes were full of hate. I was sure he would have wrung my neck here and now if he could only have freed his hands.
Feeling like a queen on her throne, I rode along. These men would all hang, and nothing could have made my day any better. The time of the Club was over.
Shortly thereafter we arrived at the local police station.
‘Put this man into a separate cell, inspector. He was the head of the gang and we must interview him at once,’ said Holmes with a most convincing coldness in his voice. Even the hair on the back of my head believed it and stood erect.
An Inspector pushed me into a small interrogation room and pressed me down on a stool. He left and locked the heavy iron door behind me. Only a minute later someone unlocked it again. I heard Holmes’s footsteps, heard him bolting the door – which surprised me – and heard him take two swift steps towards me.
Exceedingly careful, he inspected my head. The cut he had made was irrelevant. The bruise on my forehead did hurt, but it would heal soon enough. He was so focused on probing my superficial wounds with gentle fingers, that he didn’t notice my gaze.
And without thinking I closed my eyes and pressed my face in his palm. He didn’t move away. Time stood still and all was silent. Only the rumbling of my heart was audible. He moved closer then and for a moment I thought he would pull me into an embrace. But his hands went behind my back and the manacles clicked and fell to the floor with a loud clonk.
‘You broke Nicholson’s nose,’ he noted.
‘I identified his footprint.’
He straightened up then and opened his mouth to speak as someone knocked and shouted: ‘The brougham is waiting for you, Mr Holmes.’
‘Come,’ he said, picking up the manacles again.
‘I’ll have to put them back on for the time being. I’m to transfer you to London, Yard’s main quarters.’
I nodded and put my hands behind my back.
 

 

 




Chapter
Twenty Two
 

The carriage waited in front of the station, and Holmes shoved me into the small enclosure. The vehicle made a lurch and my back smashed my cuffed wrists against the wall behind me. A few seconds later, my tingling hands were freed and Holmes sat down opposite me and spoke first.
‘Officially, I’m on my way to the Metropolitan Police headquarters to turn you in. Unofficially, I, Lestrade and another twenty men will take down the other members of the Club. The ones residing at Cambridge will be arrested by the local police force there.’
‘Hm…I figured that much,’ I mumbled, wringing my red rimmed wrists. ‘You didn’t question me as I insisted on being arrested, too. There’s more you know.’
He nodded. ‘You told me the woman had been abducted in Dundee and a doctor from the Medical School was involved.’
I nodded and probed the cut on my forehead.
‘Him, I could not find,’ he added unhappily, leaning his back against the wooden wall behind him. ‘Then I wondered about the involvement of the government. You remember that Standrincks is paid through governmental sources?’
I nodded again.
‘Of course you do. So I went to visit my brother.’
‘You have a brother?’ I interrupted and he answered with a shrug.
‘Mycroft told me-’
‘Mycroft? By Jove! Sherlock, Mycroft, what were your parents thinking?’
He stared at me big eyed.
‘My apologies. Pray proceed,’ I said, being probably rather red in my face.
He harrumphed indignantly. ‘My dear brother is working for the government, but likes to believe he is the government. Sometimes I do believe there is a truth in that. Regardless. Mycroft did not know of any such activities.’
‘You believe him?’
‘Yes. He is, I fancy, my most trustworthy source.’
I raised my eyebrows and he explained: ‘When he lies, I know it.’
I had to smile. When does he not know when someone lies?
‘Any clue on who financed the Club’s research?’ I asked.
‘But of course!’ said he, his eyes lighting up, and energy sparkling in his words. ‘What did you think I was doing these long weeks? Sitting on my hindquarters, eating porridge, and picking oakum? The Club’s supporters were lawyers, bankers, and men working for the government even, but apparently without their superiors’ knowledge. Even your superintendent Rowlands paid their bills! It is a rather long list of names.’
‘How many?’ I asked cautiously.
‘Fifty-four.’
I clapped my hand over my mouth.
‘I do believe though that the Club’s network reached even further than that. Unfortunately we have no information whatsoever on the Dundee part. The question remains how far their tentacles extended.’
‘But the most important question is why,’ I answered.
‘I thought that was clear from the beginning?’
Slowly, I shook my head. ‘I believe the vaccine tests were either pretence or only part of their goal. I dare say the latter.’
‘What goal precisely?’ he asked, leaning forward.
‘You asked me how I had got Bowden to trust me.’
Holmes nodded and said: ‘You convinced him you had no scruples.’
‘Yes.’ I dropped my gaze onto the muddy tips of my shoes. Images of the dying women and my hand holding the ether soaked cloth invaded my mind.
‘I had this crazy idea,’ I said quietly, ‘about using deadly bacteria for warfare.’
Holmes sat erect like a stick, all tension and awareness.
‘Bowden’s eyes lit up. But not in surprise, Sherlock,’ I said warily.
‘He was already on it?’ His voice was tainted with shock.
‘I cannot tell. But the plan existed, I am certain.’
We stared at each other and after a while I added softly: ‘The crime is not solved.’
‘No,’ he said, leaning back again, and closing his eyes. Then his throat produced a deep growl: ‘Someone sits at the centre of this. We will find him in due course.’
I noticed the we. Some other day it would have possibly made me proud. ‘I will leave London,’ I answered quietly.
His eyes opened abruptly and he pulled himself up again. After some consideration he said: ‘Yes, it does make sense. It is obviously the only reasonable thing for you to do. Otherwise, you may be bait.’
I gazed out the window, feeling empty.
‘This is not the reason for you to leave?’ he asked doubtfully.
I shook my head.
‘You sent me a letter a day before you fell sick with cholera.’
I nodded.
‘You euthanized her?’
I nodded again.
‘I will not arrest you for that!’ he cried out, throwing his hands up, as if I had said something utterly ridiculous.
I gazed at him then and smiled bitterly. ‘It doesn’t matter. Jail or no jail, it doesn’t change what I feel. I killed the woman. I should at least have tried to help her.’
‘That is absurd, Anna! How could you have got her away from that place? And even if you could have, they’d found another one!’
‘Yes. And you know why?’ I asked just to answer my own question a short moment later: ‘Because of me. They delivered her to me and no one else.’
‘So you decide to run away from yourself,’ he declared.
‘Yes. And from a corrupt medical establishment that abandons an entire sex. I run away from the man at the centre of the Club, from the police, and…’ I forced my throat to unfold again, ‘…and from you.’
His grey eyes flickered. He looked hurt and I held on tight to my hands as not to grab his to comfort him.
Instead I explained myself: ‘I run away from you because I cannot live next to you while not living with you. Whenever I stoke your emotional side it hurts and weakens you and I am very sorry for that.’
‘You must understand that I have no tendencies to romanticism,’ he said and his voice sounded as if he had swallowed glue.
‘I know who you are,’ I whispered.
Now it was he who stared out the window. He seemed to argue with himself. I had cut his time short. After a while he asked: ‘How did you plan your escape?’
‘Well, quite simply, I will overpower you.’ I smirked and saw the corners of his mouth twitch a little.
‘Do you plan to hide in St Giles? I don’t think it is-’
‘No, you are right, it’s not safe. I have a place far away from London.’
‘Where?’
‘I will not tell you.’
He waved his hand impatiently. ‘You know my abilities!’
‘Don’t waste your time, Sherlock. You won’t find me.’
I had bought the cottage using a different name and had paid cash. Nothing would link my old identity to my new home.
‘That is ridiculous!’
‘No, it isn’t. As long as the greatest detective can not find me, no one will.’ I didn’t mention that if I did tell him where I lived, I would wait for him to walk through my cottage door. Every single day. My brain knew he wouldn’t but my heart disagreed.
Silence fell again and after a while I added: ‘Promise me that when this case blows over, you place an advertisement into the Times, asking for Caitrin Mae. I’ll find you then.’
I noticed his slight grin and added: ‘No, this is not the name I used to buy the place. I just made it up.’
His eyes turned dark again, and he gave me a single nod and then turned to observe the countryside. I could see that he was thinking hard. Suddenly, with quite a lot of energy that only a good plan can bring, he faced me again and stated merrily: ‘I think it is time for a little violence.’
‘What?’
‘It is not What it is Excuse me!’ he cried while rising from his seat. I could not place the playful look he had in his eyes.
‘Your escape has to appear authentic,’ he explained before grabbing both my shoulders, lifting me up, and slamming me against the cab’s window. I cried out in surprise.
‘My apologies,’ he whispered as he lunged to the door and bolted it. Then he threw himself against it and onto the floor, bellowing like a plumber on too much gin. Finally my brain clicked and I dropped down next to him, grinning and cursing. We rolled around, kicking and hitting the walls and seats, like two kids playing war. The hansom finally gave a lurch as the horses reared and changed their slow gait into a gallop.
‘Wha’ the ‘ell’s goin’ on?’ the cabby shouted while trying to get the horse back under his control. Holmes, who had tried to stand up, lost balance and fell onto his back with one arm pinned down awkwardly underneath him. I pounced and clamped him down with my knees on either side of his ribcage.
‘To hell with the police!’ I screamed at the top of my lungs while maintaining a firm grip on his wrist that stuck out from underneath his back. His eyes flared up in surprise.
‘Give up Mr Holmes!’ I bellowed.
‘Never!’ he barked and grabbed a fistful of my waistcoat. One button popped.
‘For your own sake!’ I screamed, slamming my other hand next to his face. I saw that he was quite amused. He probably thought I did indeed try to overpower him. Well, maybe I did.
‘You villain shall not escape justice!’ he roared and shook me by the collar.
‘I like you that way,’ I said quietly and bent down.
He went limp, his fist on my chest showing no resistance. His pupils widened in shock and I held his gaze as my lips touched the corner of his mouth, asking for permission. He gave me a feeble shove as his eyes lost focus, then tilted his head a little, and his warm breath flooded my face. Like the wings of a bird, his eyelids folded together and only then did I kiss him. His lips felt like silk.
And all of a sudden, my silly heart left my chest to live in his from this day forward. Did he notice the additional weight? I wondered.
Two metallic clicks pulled my mouth away from his, and I spotted the guard’s revolver in his hand. Aghast, I gazed into Sherlock’s face. His eyes were on fire, but I didn’t retreat. I bent down again and touched his lips a last time as he raised his left hand and fired four shots through the cab’s roof.
The horses bolted, the cabby shouted, and we were joggled about like chocolate candy in a box. After a few moments, the vehicle came to a halt and the driver jumped off and ran away screaming for help.
Sherlock unfolded his protective embrace, pushed me up onto the seat, and rose to his feet in one fluid move.
‘Out,’ he ordered, holding the door open.
‘I drive,’ I noted, climbed onto the driver’s seat and cracked the whip as he slammed the door shut.
I couldn’t help but smile, although the aftertaste of our kiss was bitter. How formidable the spectrum of emotions that can unfold in one single moment! Utter bliss to tearful downpour upon the gain and loss of someone precious.
I rubbed my eyes and gave the two horses a good flick each. I needed wind in my face.
After we had gone far out of the cabby’s eye-shot, Sherlock climbed up and sat down next to me wearing a gruff expression.
‘Where did you learn to drive a horse carriage?’ he demanded.
‘We had two horses at home. Besides, it’s not that complicated, really,’ I answered with a thin voice, not at all eager to engage in distractive small talk.
‘That was far from appropriate for a woman of your social standing,’ he noted dryly.
‘Beg your pardon? You are the last person I would expect to care for social standards. Besides, I never pretended to be a woman of the higher classes and you seem to ignore the fact that as a woman I have no social standing whatsoever. By kissing you, all I may have rattled is your composure. But you already seem to get yourself back together without much effort. In one day you are your old self, Mr Holmes!’
‘Needless to say,’ he muttered to himself.
‘If you’d wanted an ordinary woman, you’d be married since years.’
It was a useless conversation and we both knew it. For about twenty minutes we sat silently until I had steered the cab into Tottenham Court Road. I stopped and climbed down. The moment my feet touched the cobblestone street, he flicked the whip across the horses’ hindquarters and drove away without a glance back.
I stood on the pavement, wondering how the deuce I could have let him take my heart away. Why could this deceitfully small organ not be held captive? Not even my own?
 

~~~
 

Then, neither of us knew that we had just punched a considerable hole into Professor Moriarty’s criminal spider web.
 

End of Book One
 




Preview of Book Two
 

The Fall
-Chapter One
A cold something pushed my head a little deeper into the hard straw mattress, the stalks’ crackling sounded like small explosions. The click-click of the cock told me the object was a revolver. Due to the angle at which the gun was held and the entry point, I could expect the bullet to go straight through my brain into the mattress, producing a spray of blood and nerve tissue. If the revolver would be tipped just a little, the bullet would be circling the inside of my skull, leaving a track in the bones, ripping my brain into pieces until the projectile would slow to a stop, and only a thin red sliver would creep from the bullet’s entry wound. But no such thing happened during these first two seconds of unpleasant awakening.
 
‘Dr Kronberg,’ a cold voice echoed in my dark bedroom. ‘Get up slowly, if you please.’
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