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            FOREWORD
            

         
 
         As the more avid among my, thankfully, many readers will have observed over the years, it has been with extreme difficulty that I have striven to apply chronology to the narratives concerning my good friend Mr Sherlock Holmes and his amazing powers of deduction.
         
 
         It has been equally arduous to obtain his approval, for my humble literary efforts, and, indeed, his permission for me to publish them. However, over the years, I have managed to extricate various case notes from my metal box, secured within the vaults of Cox’s & Co. Bank and Holmes has allowed me to feed them slowly to my public.
 
         Those examples that have, hitherto, remained within the box have been held back for a variety of reasons. Some for reasons of diplomacy, others because of the pain their publication might have caused to those people directly involved at the time of their occurrence, and there are those that Holmes insisted remain unpublished for his own personal reasons. The category that each story falls into will become apparent upon being read.
 
         That these tales have now seen the light of day at all can be attributed to a short, terse message that I received a few months ago, from Holmes at his Sussex retreat. It read as follows:
 
         
         
 
         
            My Dear Watson 
            
 
            I trust you are well and that your practice still flourishes. Should you and your readers still be interested in the career of an inadequate, retired amateur detective. I now see no reason why you should not delve once more into your damnable metal box and release those tales which to date you have so obligingly withheld. While I admit that I still do not share the enthusiasm of either you, or your readers, for such things it might be amusing to see these in print at long last. I look forward to your next visit to my humble country abode, whereupon I might peruse your scriblings. 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Yours SH. 
            

         
 
         I smiled at Holmes’s self-deprecating humour, but could not help but wonder at the chain of thought that had prompted his message to me. This, I was sure, I would never discover, notwithstanding that, however, I wasted no time in reclaiming my box from its vault and set to reassembling my notes into some sort of coherent order before Holmes had a chance to change his mind once more.
 
         These stories have not been released in any form of chronology, nor in an order of priority. They are simply, further examples of the powers and rare gifts with which my good friend, Mr Sherlock Holmes, has been endowed.
 
         
             

         
 
         J.H. WATSON.
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            THE ADVENTURE OF THE CONNOISSEUR
            

         
 
         ‘There is something almost soothing in the gentle line of the brush strokes of the great impressionist artists.’ Holmes began, most surprisingly, after breakfast on a bright spring morning. I say surprisingly because in all the years of our association this was the first occasion on which he had initiated a conversation on the arts.
         
 
         Still more surprising was his affable, almost cheerful mood for it had been some weeks since the last noteworthy problem had been concluded and normally a long period of inactivity produced in Holmes a dark, brooding malaise.
 
         Scanning the all too familiar walls of our sitting room, Holmes continued, ‘The simple beauty of Renoir, the clever use of colour of Monet, totally different in style, yet somehow embodying the same love of nature. Our room could certainly benefit from the addition of some pictures, eh Watson?’
 
         I was so astonished by this line of conversation that I could not, for the life of me, think of any sort of reply. I, instead, lit a cigarette and studied my friend’s countenance. For a brief instant a mocking, almost mischievous smile played on Holmes’s lips and by applying his own methods, I reached my conclusion.
         
 
         ‘You have a case,’ I blurted out, ‘involving an artist or art dealer!’
         
 
         Lighting his after-breakfast pipe, Holmes replied, ‘My dear Watson, you absolutely scintillate at this early hour.’ As he said this he tossed me a white printed calling card.
 
         As I took the card, I could not help smiling at his use of the word ‘early’ for it was just past the hour of ten. It was true to say, however, that when not gainfully employed, Holmes kept most Bohemian hours and my own schedule did not preclude me from keeping them also.
 
         The size of the card was standard, the print, sharp, black italic. It announced a Nathaniel Graves of the ‘Reform and Connoisseur Clubs, Montpelier Square’. On the reverse had been written, in neat precise handwriting, ‘an eleven o’clock appointment would be most convenient’.
 
         ‘Mr Graves is obviously not a man who bandies words or begs favours, merely a statement of fact and not a request. Yet how can you be so sure he wishes to consult you on a matter concerning art?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Bottom of column four, page six,’ Holmes replied, as he threw across a badly mangled copy of The Times. A tiny article provided me with my answer.
         
 
         It described, in the barest detail, an art theft from a town house in Montpelier Square, belonging to a renowned connoisseur and collector.
 
         ‘It says here,’ I read aloud, ‘The only item missing from an otherwise fine and balanced collection, was a relatively worthless landscape. You surprise me, Holmes, the theft of so insignificant an item is hardly to your taste.’
         
 
         ‘Yet a man of his obvious standing in the art world wishes to consult me on this matter. There is the minutest of difference between value and worth, Watson. The fact that Nathaniel Graves attaches value to an item of little worth, will, I trust, provide us with a most singular little problem. Come now! We barely have time to dress before our appointment.’
         
 
         ‘Our appointment?’ I queried, taking Holmes to task, once again, for taking my assistance for granted.
 
         ‘Assuming, of course, you will honour me with your valuable expertise and experience in this matter. If however any pressing matters at your surgery prevent your participation….’ Despite the half mocking tone of his voice, I needed to hear no more.
         
 
         ‘No, not at all, things have been quiet of late and I should be delighted to assist you in any way that I can.’ So, laughing, we both went off to dress.
 
         The entrance of Nathaniel Graves, shown upstairs by Mrs Hudson, took us both aback, not only by his precise punctuality, it was exactly eleven o’clock, but also by his striking appearance. For there, standing before us, was the very embodiment of middle-class, late Victorian austerity. He stood around six foot two inches, but was made to look taller by his slimness of build and the lines of his black frock coat. His features were rigid and stern, his brow prematurely furrowed for a man in his early forties, his nose and chin were both prominent and strong. To complete this picture, his black shoes and tall hat shone brilliantly and spoke clearly of his position and rank in society.
 
         ‘Mr Holmes?’ He glanced disdainfully at my friend, his speech clipped and precise, his lips barely moving. Holmes nodded and politely showed our client to a chair.
 
         ‘I should rather stand. Now I will not bandy words, Mr Holmes, I shall state my intentions clearly and precisely from the outset. I want this matter cleared up as quickly as possible with little or no publicity …’
         
 
         ‘Mr Graves!’ Holmes shouted, ‘I am not in the habit of raising my voice unduly, nor of being dictated to in such a manner, especially by a stranger whose case I have not yet agreed to undertake. Assuming I do, I shall require clear, precise facts and information, not demands.’
 
         Graves was clearly taken aback by this outburst, for his white face visibly reddened and his furrows deepened.
 
         ‘Well I don’t know, I must say!’ Graves protested. ‘I am not accustomed to being addressed in such a fashion.’
 
         ‘That, indeed, is a wonder in itself.’ Holmes retorted, turning his back on Graves and taking up a position by the window.
 
         Clearly determined to engage Holmes’s services at whatever cost, Graves collected himself.
         
 
         ‘Now, look Mr Holmes, there is no need to carry on so, really there is not. I simply wish to make my position clear from the outset.’
 
         This drew no response from Holmes, who still had his back to Graves.
 
         ‘I can assure you, I employ investigators all the time in my line of work, it is just that in matters of a personal nature, I require the best. Nonetheless, I shall seek assistance elsewhere if need be.’ At this Graves put on his hat and turned to leave.
         
 
         I was sure that Graves’s last comment would appeal to Holmes’s delight as a compliment and his natural vanity, which at times he took small pains to conceal. A slight smile played on his lips, which told me my judgement was a correct one. He turned towards us once more.
 
         ‘Mr Graves, kindly provide me with the details of your strange theft.’ He said quietly. ‘That you are a successful solicitor, who specialises in company law, I am in little doubt, the other details I shall require from you,’ Holmes added, nonchalantly.
         
 
         ‘I am at a loss as to how you reached your conclusion, I really cannot tell.’ Graves said returning once more to the centre of the room.
 
         ‘Yes really, Holmes!’ I began, also at a loss.
 
         ‘Tut, tut, come, Watson.’
 
         Reluctantly Holmes explained. ‘The briefcase you left by the door is one most commonly used by men of the law. Your company address, inscribed faintly on the back of your card, is a side street to the rear of Threadneedle Street, an area that proliferates in bankers and solicitors, yet, I have not heard, to date, of a banker who employs investigators. The fact that you have accrued sufficient wealth to enable you to collect art at so young an age indicates that you are not a run-of-the-mill conveyancer, therefore, you are involved in the City.’ Holmes shrugged, as if this should have been as clear to me also and was pleased to note that Graves was suitably impressed.
         
 
         ‘I must confess, your reputation does not seem to be entirely unfounded,’ Graves offered reluctantly.
 
         ‘Ha! A fine compliment indeed!’ Holmes exclaimed. ‘Now the details of this robbery of yours please…!’
 
         ‘Mr Holmes, as you so correctly concluded, my years in the City have not been financially unkind to me. I have always worked diligently and am also gratified to note that during these years and the hundreds of transactions I have been a part of, I have accrued a reputation for honesty and straight dealing. Though, not unique, such a reputation in this day and age is somewhat of a rarity and therefore something to be cherished by the holder of such and sought after by those seeking his advice. Without wishing to sound conceited, it is true to say that, as a consequence of this, a successful future in my career is now assured me.’
         
 
         ‘On the basis of this solid foundation, I now feel able to indulge my only passion in life, namely the acquisition of fine works of art. To be frank, gentlemen, though I am a great admirer of beauty and the skills of a great artist, the collecting of pictures is not for me at least, purely aesthetic, it is also a sound investment.’
 
         ‘I do not merely purchase and hoard. When I feel the time is right, I will sell a work, which I consider has reached the zenith of its value. Therefore, I study the works of new and rising artists, make a purchase relatively cheaply and bide my time. Thankfully, I have enjoyed some success in my art ventures and now command a certain respect amongst gallery owners and other dealers.’
 
         ‘The point I am making, gentlemen, is that while these peripheral works are continually coming and going, the core of my collection, those works whose value I can never see declining, is comprised of the choicest paintings. I possess, for example, a fine example of Goya and a magnificent Fragonard. The only exception was the stolen picture, an insignificant and worthless landscape, the value of which was purely of personal sentiment.’
         
 
         At this Holmes’s eyes, previously languid and bereft of emotion, suddenly burst into life and he leaned forward, fingertips pressed together.
 
         ‘A point that is immediately suggestive, wouldn’t you say, Watson?’
 
         ‘Oh indeed,’ I confirmed, but without my friend’s enthusiasm.
         
 
         ‘I find your levity somewhat surprising, Mr Holmes.’ Graves began. ‘Whilst this business may strike you as a trifling matter, I can assure you I do not share your opinion. The landscape is reminiscent of my first home, but, that aside, a crime has been committed and being a servant of the law, I intend to see justice done, at whatever cost and inconvenience.’
         
 
         ‘Well said indeed, Mr Graves, but your impressions of my own feelings on the matter are entirely erroneous. I very much doubt that this affair is at all trifling, equally, I feel we must act with all speed. Therefore Watson and I will join you at your home at six o’clock this evening, where, I trust, you will describe the circumstances of the theft. In the meantime, if you will furnish me with the name of the gallery where you purchased the picture, I will pursue my enquiries in the interim period. Good day, sir.’
 
         At that, Holmes strode to the mantelpiece, picked out his cherry wood and began filling it with tobacco from the Persian slipper, whilst I, in turn, ushered the bemused connoisseur through the door.
 
         ‘Really, Holmes, considering the dearth of noteworthy problems we are experiencing at present, I consider your behaviour towards Mr Graves to be most off-hand, almost downright rude!’ My indignation was wasted, however, for, as I turned from the door, I observed my friend sitting crossed legged on his chair, eyes closed, arms folded, whilst endless streams of smoke drifted from his pipe. Whatever thoughts or reasoning had triggered this deep contemplation of his, there was little doubt that this would continue for some time and any further attempts at conversation would be futile.
         
 
         I sat, for the next hour, in a somewhat disgruntled mood, scanning my paper, without digesting its contents. The occasional glance I might shoot at Holmes from behind my paper, revealed no change in his attitude or position. Indeed, as his pipe died away, the unknowing observer might have presumed that he was asleep.
         
 
         I was in the process of lighting my own second pipe when a most piercing cry from Holmes prompted me to drop the unlit pipe altogether.
 
         ‘Watson! We will not resolve this matter by sitting around here all day, I am off to Wesbourne Park Grove. Please be at Graves’s home promptly at six o’clock. Our new client seems to value punctuality.’
 
         ‘Am I to be redundant then, all afternoon?’ I asked, not intending to hide my hurt feelings.
 
         ‘Not at all, old fellow, your task is to locate and employ a talented landscape artist, and ensure he is with us at Montpelier Square this evening. Come along, Watson.’ He cajoled me into action. It was a strange task he had set for me, but resolving to begin my enquiries at a college of art, I pursued Holmes from the room at all speed. We snatched our hats as we careered down to the street to find our cabs, almost injuring Mrs Hudson as we did so.
 
         The profusion of aspiring landscape artists yet to be discovered and consequently, near to starvation, made my task far easier than I would have expected, so my offer of a commission, despite its modesty, was eagerly accepted. I chose a dark-haired young man, in his early twenties, whose intentness of observation and open smile, belied his ragged attire and unshaven face. The samples of his work, that had escaped his discontented destruction, convinced me of his talent. Consequently, we arrived at Montpelier Square some twenty minutes before the appointed hour.
 
         I put this time to good use by inviting the young man, who went by the name of Timothy Ryan, to do a rough sketch of Montpelier Square itself. Initially I was disappointed that the task was completed in so short a time, we still had ten minutes before our expected arrival, but this was transformed into amazement when I observed the accuracy, detail and beautiful effect that Ryan had achieved.
         
 
         Montpelier Square was a typical example of the modern, inner-suburban back streets, built specifically for the newly wealthy, who required easy access to the City, but had taste and class enough to demand a quiet, more genteel home environment than was available in a more cramped central position.
 
         The lines of the houses were simple, but dignified, exuding an impression of wealth, without being austere. Trees lined the Square in abundance and small front lawns were visible behind the lush greenery of mature hedges and lilac trees.
 
         We ascended a short flight of steps and rang the bell, which was answered by a petite young maid. We were shown into a large, airy, drawing-room, its walls adorned by a large number of fine oil paintings, as one would have expected.
 
         Ryan examined each painting in turn, scornful of some, wistfully envious of others, whilst I was merely awestruck by their beauty. At precisely six o’clock the chimes of a large, elegant carriage clock announced the arrival of our host. His tall, severe, figure seemed to cast an air of tension over the previously relaxed atmosphere.
 
         ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, disdainfully, gazing down the full length of his nose at the dishevelled Ryan. ‘I see your colleague is late, Dr Watson, I trust this does not reflect on the precision of his work.’
         
 
         I assured him it did not, and that I was sure he would be but a few moments. In this I proved to be inaccurate and noticed Graves become increasingly agitated. Indeed, we waited twenty minutes before the bell at the front door sounded again. The icy glare that greeted the arrival of my friend would have frozen the blood of many a business adversary or unco-operative client, but not Sherlock Holmes. He raced into the room, a positive gleam in his eye, and stole a questioning glance towards Ryan.
 
         ‘Timothy Ryan, the artist,’ I replied to his unspoken query.
 
         ‘You have surely surpassed yourself, Watson,’ he exclaimed, rubbing his long sinewy hands together, ‘and now I should be glad to view your gallery, Mr Graves. I take it, it is on the upper floor?’ He spoke these last few words as he hurried from the room.
 
         ‘Well, upon my word,’ Graves protested. ‘This will not do. This will not do at all.’
 
         I merely shrugged. ‘The gallery then?’ I suggested.
 
         Slowly, reddening with suppressed rage, Graves tightened his thin, colourless lips and strode from the room, Ryan and I following closely behind.
         
 
         ‘I have enjoyed a most productive afternoon,’ Holmes announced to me as soon as we had gained entrance into the gallery, which, as Holmes had correctly surmised, was situated in an airy, well lit room on the uppermost floor.
 
         ‘So I perceive,’ I said attempting to suppress my own indignation at his repeatedly shoddy treatment of our client. Holmes had, however, detected my anger but merely laughed.
 
         ‘Oh Watson, you should know my methods well enough by now.’
         
 
         At this, Holmes halted, for he had just noticed an area of wall, approximately three foot square, where the previous presence of a painting was obvious by the discolouration of the wall.
 
         In an instant, Holmes was lying on his stomach, scanning the large, rich Persian carpet with his lens. He was as dexterous in this position as a snake seeking its prey, and repeatedly a cry of triumph, occasionally, a groan of dismay, sounded from the floor. On one occasion I noticed him extract a small particle of dust, or even, ash, with a fingernail. This he examined minutely. Then, finally he dusted this away and leaped to his feet like a recoiling spring.
         
 
         ‘My examination of this room has been most informative, and confirms the evidence I received at the gallery this afternoon. Yet, I fancy the height of this floor will have prevented the thief from making his entrance up here.’
 
         ‘The thief gained access through the window of the first floor parlour, the security of which I have, to date, unfortunately, neglected,’ Graves reluctantly informed us.
         
 
         ‘Unfortunate indeed!’ Holmes gravely observed. ‘I should like to examine this window if I may.’
 
         ‘Very well, but I cannot see where all this tomfoolery is getting you.’
 
         Holmes however was already descending the stairway to the first floor, leaving us there in his wake and still none the wiser.
 
         By the time we had reached the parlour, Holmes had all but concluded his examination of the window and sill and gestured us to be seated before him.
 
         ‘My already tenuous indulgence is now done to exhaustion, Mr Holmes,’ Graves announced. ‘This leaping about the room like some jack-in-the-box does not impress me a jot.’
         
 
         Holmes was arrogantly dismissive of these protestations from Graves, regarding, as he often did, his client merely as his introduction to his own private contest with the elusive truth. That he was now close to this truth was evident to me at least, in the certain gleam of his eye and a strange half smile that would not be subdued.
 
         ‘The tangled strands of this case have provided me with a wealth of deductive and analytical opportunities which I could hardly have expected from such a seemingly, innocuous burglary. Yet my investigations and deductions have led me to a conclusion that seems to satisfy all the facts.’
 
         ‘It is to be hoped that you, Mr Ryan, will provide me with the final clue, with Mr Graves’s co-operation and enable us to bring this affair to its natural conclusion.’
 
         ‘It is still a mystery to me why this scoundrel is in my house at all, much less how he can possibly be of any assistance,’ Graves snarled, peering down his nose once more.
         
 
         ‘By sketching an exact duplication of the missing painting,’ Holmes continued quickly, before Graves could resume his tiresome jibes. ‘The possibility that the theft of a relatively worthless painting, in the midst of such artistic treasures, could have been a mishap born of ignorance did occur to me initially. My examination of this parlour window, however, indicates that an experienced professional had been at work. Such an expert would hardly have preferred a nondescript landscape over, say, the Goya, unless there was a far deeper motive for its theft.’
         
 
         ‘The owner of the gallery, from which you made the purchase, paid a heavy price for violating the artist’s instructions to him. I understand you persuaded him to sell the painting to you rather than to the person that had originally ordered it, by almost doubling the asking price?’ Holmes queried.
         
 
         ‘Indeed I did, yet it was still only a trifling amount when weighed against the pleasure gained from the reminiscences that it provided. A heavy price you say?’
         
 
         ‘Alas, yes. The anger of the intended buyer was such that the hapless gallery owner was hospitalised for some time, the marks of the injuries to his face and head still most evident. Yet he was able to provide me with the name and whereabouts of the artist.’
 
         ‘Indeed, so at least some progress is being made,’ Graves conceded.
 
         ‘Most definitely. The individual in question is one James Tyler, currently enjoying accommodation at Her Majesty’s pleasure in Wormwood Scrubs, having committed a most violent robbery. Fortunately his victim survived and, for good behaviour, his governor has allowed him the privilege of oil and canvas, which, as you know, he has put to most excellent use.
 
         ‘My further enquiries, at the Yard, have revealed the existence of an accomplice, in all probability his brother, John, who evaded capture and is still at large. Since the description of the gallery owner’s assailant coincides with that of the Yard’s description of John Tyler, there can be little doubt as for whom the painting was intended, nor, indeed, as to the perpetrator of your own theft. Doctor Watson and I will wait in another room, while you describe the missing picture to our friend Ryan, here.’ Turning from Graves to Ryan, Holmes continued, ‘Your commission, Mr Ryan, will not earn you a reputation in the art world, but the reward that might be forthcoming, will certainly start you on your way. Come, Watson.’
         
 
         Leaving Graves and Ryan as bemused and taken aback as myself, I descended with Holmes to the ground-floor drawing-room to await the outcome of Ryan’s artistic endeavours.
 
         ‘I must say, Holmes, the rapidity with which you have solved this confounded mystery has surpassed many of your past achievements. I confess, however, that the nature of the importance these brothers attach to the picture and how Ryan’s sketch will assist us is still a mystery to me.’
 
         ‘The first point is obvious, Watson. The proceeds of Tyler’s robbery were never recovered by the police, therefore it is a reasonable assumption to make that Tyler hid these prior to his arrest, without the knowledge of his brother. This landscape that he was so intent on his brother gaining possession of, is nothing more than an elaborate treasure map. I am certain that upon discovering the painting’s secret we will unearth the booty, hopefully before Tyler does. The first step towards finding its location is a relatively easy one and one I am sure John Tyler will also be equal to.
         
 
         ‘I discovered, from the unfortunate gallery owner, that the title of this painting is Bowen Bridge Farm. John Tyler’s arrest took place just under thirty-six hours after the crime was committed. The robbery took place in North West London, therefore we must make enquiries at the Ministry of Agriculture and obtain a list of farms in the surrounding area. I should not be surprised if Bowen Bridge Farm appears as one of these.’
 
         ‘The exact location of the booty however, will, I fear, be harder to calculate and I merely hope it takes Tyler longer to work it out than me. Ha! Here comes our sketch.’
         
 
         Having already witnessed the sketch Ryan did of Montpelier Place in under ten minutes, I was not surprised to see that he had completed his task in such a short time. I was once more, awestruck at my friend’s sharp, analytical mind at work.
 
         ‘Excellent, Holmes!’ I exclaimed, ‘Once again your reasoning is amazingly sound.’
 
         Graves caught my words as he and Ryan enter the room. ‘That, sir, remains to be seen,’ Graves remarked with disdain. ‘Though what assistance this poor sketch will be to you, I really cannot tell!’
 
         Holmes ignored Graves’s comments once again. ‘Come, Watson! Mr Graves, as and when we have news of your painting and its recovery, you shall be duly informed. Good-day to you.’ So saying, Sherlock Holmes ushered Ryan and myself out into the gathering darkness.
 
         After we had compensated Ryan with a most welcomly received five guineas, he went on his way. The interior of our cab was too dark, by this time, for us to study the sketch, but upon reaching 221b, we immediately turned up the gas and spread the picture flat on the table.
 
         Though the technique was undoubtedly brilliant, the content was sadly lacking in any singular features and left me in grave doubt as to our ever being able to unlock its secret. The foreground featured a flat stretch of grass chewed by a pair of quite ordinary cows. To the left stood a large group of full-grown cherry trees and to the right stood a distant square-built farmhouse. In the central background were grouped three quite attractive small cottages, whilst the sky contained two lonely white clouds and a brace of swallow.
         
 
         In silence we two leaned over the table for a full ten minutes till, despairing of ever discovering anything significant, I straightened myself and lit a cigarette.
         
 
         ‘I am so sorry, Holmes,’ I said by way of consolation. ‘After so masterful a piece of deduction we appear to have run into a blind alley. I can see nothing in this sketch to draw our attention.’
 
         I turned to my friend for confirmation, but instead found he had not heard a word I had said. His eyes had taken on a steely gaze, his features were quite inscrutable. In an instant he had snatched up the sketch and took it to his chair, in front of which he positioned a high-backed dining chair. On this he propped up the sketch.
 
         Taking his tobacco from the Persian slipper, he lit up his black clay pipe and sitting cross-legged, his knees almost up to his chin, he stared at the picture, his eyes never once leaving the study of this drawing.
 
         ‘Will you retire soon, Holmes?’ I asked. ‘A clear head in the morning may help to solve this puzzle.’ The only reply was Holmes drawing long and hard on his shag and I reluctantly went to my room.
 
         My anxiety for Holmes’s well-being was not unfounded, for I found his position unchanged the following morning, only now his hair was in disarray, his complexion quite ashen and his eyes seemed heavy and lined with dark circles. His black clay pipe had evidently been discarded at some stage during his long night, for the floor about his chair was littered with the tiny butts of well smoked cigarettes.
         
 
         ‘This is really inexcusable, Holmes! To abuse yourself so, for the sake of a solitary picture, a worthless one at that. You must take to your bed at once.’
         
 
         Slowly Holmes raised his tired eyes towards me. ‘There is considerably more at stake here than a mere landscape which, by the way, I am sure, will soon cease to exist. Tyler’s robbery, which took place at a bank in Highgate, involved the death of a guard. Our real quarry, therefore, is an accessory to murder and our other priority, the recovery of the not inconsiderable proceeds.’
 
         ‘Yes, but even so.’
 
         ‘I trust you are ready for your visit to the ministry?’ Holmes asked wearily.
 
         ‘I am. I must insist, however, that you rest yourself at least while I am out.’
 
         Holmes merely waved me away, with a languid, almost distorted movement of his hand and resumed his scrutiny of the sketch while lighting yet another cigarette.
 
         Reluctantly and with a heavy heart I took my leave.
 
         My morning’s work was long and tiresome, the bureaucracy of the British Civil Service being as slow and clumsy as it is. Nonetheless, by lunch-time my efforts were at last rewarded and a smallholding, just north of Borehamwood, emerged as our likely destination.
         
 
         I hurried back to Baker Street with my news, flushed with success. I found to my amazement that a miraculous transformation had come over Holmes. Gone was the dishevelled wreck I had left behind and there, dressed and ready for action, was the Holmes I knew only too well. Shaved and immaculate in black frock coat he smiled broadly as I entered, rubbing his hands contentedly together.
 
         ‘The speed of your return and lightness of step upon the stairs indicate that you have been as successful as I. All we need now is your army revolver and we are ready for him!’ Holmes’s eyes glistened like a bird of prey and his mouth twitched with suppressed excitement.
         
 
         ‘Oh, but surely you will explain your discovery before we leave.’
 
         ‘Patience, my dear fellow. Pray furnish me with the information that I still require,’ he asked.
         
 
         I informed Holmes of the farm’s location and only once we had consulted our Bradshaw and confirmed that we had some two hours to spare before the departure of the next train to Borehamwood, did he consent to explain how matters really stood.
 
         ‘Before we review the sketch for one last time, I must explain to you, Watson, that the matter uppermost in my mind is the apprehension of John Tyler. Though I am sure some manner of reward will be forthcoming should we prove to be successful, neither the recovery of the proceeds of the robbery, nor, indeed, the recovery of the painting itself, are my priorities. With that in mind I have placed an advertisement in all the popular newspapers to the effect that a Mr Tyler wishes to dispose of a pleasing cottage at Bowen Bridge Farm. I have little doubt that, assuming he can manage at all, lacking my own keen faculties, it will take Tyler considerably longer than me to unlock the secret of his brother’s painting. By placing the advertisement in the morning’s notices, we will have time enough to locate and recover the money at our leisure, then to remain at the cottage and be at hand for when Tyler finally makes his appearance,’ Holmes concluded triumphantly.
 
         ‘Splendid logic, as usual, Holmes, your trap seems well set, although you are assuming the cottage remains unoccupied.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, but I feel it is a reasonable enough assumption to make. James Tyler would have established its long-term vacancy before depositing there all that he had risked so much to obtain. Now to the sketch.
 
         ‘A subtle mind has James Tyler, and it is to the public good that such a mind, coupled with his own perverse ruthlessness, now lies incarcerated as opposed to being free to ply his vile and evil trade. As you can see, Watson, the number of potential hiding places is almost infinite, buried under the field, in or around the cottages, the trees, the list is endless. Yet there is one glaring anomaly, that really should have struck me immediately.’
         
 
         ‘I must confess, Holmes, that none presents itself to me. All is peace, beauty and tranquillity, with not a hint of that which lies hidden.’
 
         Obviously enjoying himself, Holmes rubbed his hands together, laughing aloud.
 
         ‘I must give you a clue then, those great impressionist artists we were discussing the other morning, though differing greatly in style and technique, had one thing in common that distanced them from their somewhat ponderous predecessors. They all drew their inspiration from nature itself. That is what you must do now.’
 
         ‘From nature?’ I repeated under my breath. Holmes’s clue aided me not at all. I studied the field once more and the trees, but the only conclusion I could draw was that the scene depicted was high summer. Some cherry trees in the painting held no blossom, were in full leaf with no sign of the early autumnal growth of cherries taking place as yet. I related this discovery to Holmes.
 
         ‘Excellent, Watson, quite excellent, though you have failed to observe the occasional brown patchy stains in the grass which not only indicate high summer, but that it has been a hot dry summer also. Why then is the chimney stack, of the centre cottage, billowing out smoke so profusely?’
         
 
         ‘Tyler’s clue, of course! Really, Holmes you have quite surpassed yourself throughout this case. I shall get my revolver.’
 
         ‘If you would be so kind and I shall ask Mrs Hudson to call us a cab. We may just have time for a late lunch at the station before our train.’
 
         Holmes was correct in his surmise, although our repast was somewhat hurried and our train’s departure was prompt. In a short while the grime of London was behind us and I sat back contentedly, contemplating the rebirth of nature that occurs each spring. Every tree was showing signs of budding, blossom or even tiny leaves and the grass had a lush freshness about it. I thought, momentarily, of sharing this observation with my friend, but preferred silence to his inevitable rebuff. On more than one occasion in the past, he had voiced not only his indifference to such natural beauty, but also his conviction that the isolation of country living provided a veritable breeding ground for crime and undoubtedly in this instance, he had been proved correct.
 
         ‘Watson,’ he suddenly began, ‘I take it you now share my view that the isolation of the Bowen Bridge cottage, and no other factor, rendered it a far easier location for the depositing of stolen goods than any urban area.’
 
         He laughed at my startled expression and then explained.
 
         ‘Really there is no cause for wonderment. It was obvious to me, from the contented expression on your face, and your reluctance in turning from it, that you were enjoying the scenic beauty we are passing through. When you did, however, it was only to glance quizzically in my direction and, no doubt remembering our recent conversation on the way to the “Copper Beaches”, you decided not to raise this topic of discussion. The fact that you did not, led me to my observation.’
         
 
         ‘I cannot deny that you are correct in every detail, though my agreement with you applies to this case alone. I still contend that the everyday strife and squalor of London life is a far more profuse breeding ground for crime than the tranquillity of a country location.’
 
         ‘Such as the “Copper Beaches”?’ He sarcastically asked.
 
         Before I could protest, however, we began pulling into the station at Borehamwood and wasted no time in alighting and locating an available trap.
 
         We were fortunate, indeed, in acquiring transport so readily outside a station as quiet and remote as Borehamwood and the driver, a large thickset man of middle years, with dark brooding eyes, was willing to assist us, knowing well the direction to our desired location.
 
         We started off at a brisk pace, the large bay seeming fresh and healthy and the scenery seemed more stunning since leaving the speed of the train.
 
         ‘Tell me, fellow,’ Holmes broke the tranquil silence by addressing our driver and tapping him on the shoulder, ‘have there been other recent visitors to the farm, perhaps expressing an interest in the vacant cottage?’
 
         The driver seemed reluctant to answer, but when he did, it was with a strong East End accent. ‘Nah, not as far as I know, suh, fings are pretty quiet ’ere abouts.’
 
         Holmes grunted, content that we were still one step ahead of our adversary, though we were certain the advertisement would bring him to us soon enough. We concluded our journey in silence. Despite the changes brought about by the seasonal differences, the green of the grass and the blossoms on the many trees, Graves’s landscape came to life as we approached and could see the farmhouse was indeed located two hundred yards, or so, from the cottages. Holmes asked the driver to wait for us and despatched me to the farmhouse to explain our intentions to the owner, while he began his inspection of the middle cottage.
         
 
         I felt quite jaunty as I started up the long driveway. The air was invigorating and we were nearing the satisfactory conclusion of our problem. I struck out at a brisk pace and only turned back briefly when I heard the impatient whinnying of the bay mare. To my great astonishment, standing directly behind me was the very man who had driven our trap from the station. His friendly demeanour of before was now contorted by an evil, malicious, grimace etched into his soot-soiled face. In his right hand he wielded a ferocious cudgel, which he then raised above his head, in readiness to bring down upon my own. My solitary, futile act of resistance was to raise my arms to protect my crown from the impending impact.
         
 
         Then, to my immense relief, I heard my army revolver being fired from a distance. For an agonizing moment, I feared that Holmes had missed his mark, for the man stood there still, his weapon poised above his head. However, I became aware of a deep red hole in the centre of his forehead, the cudgel fell from his lifeless grasp, and he slowly collapsed into the mud just yards away from the prize he had come so far to claim. To assure myself of the man’s lack of threat, I grabbed hold of the cudgel before bending down to examine him for signs of life. There were none.
         
 
         As I straightened up again I cast my gaze about me and saw Holmes running full pelt towards me from the direction of the centre cottage.
         
 
         Breathlessly he exclaimed, ‘Watson, my dear fellow! I trust you are unharmed?’
 
         I nodded with a smile of affirmation, still unsure of the true meaning of these recent dramatic events. Then, to my surprise, Holmes prised the cudgel from my hand and crashed it, repeatedly to the ground until it shattered into fragments.
 
         ‘I curse my natural conceit for allowing this creature and his abominable weapon to threaten your life. The consequences had my timing and aim been less sure, are unthinkable. I owe you my humblest of apologies and yet I could not have been assured of Tyler betraying himself, had I not drawn him out by our separating.’
         
 
         ‘You mean that you were aware of Tyler masquerading as our driver from the outset?’ I asked in disbelief, at Holmes’s flagrant abuse of me as his bait, once again.
 
         ‘In truth, Watson, I had not anticipated Tyler arriving at Borehamwood prior to us. I am as guilty of underestimating his abilities, as I am of overestimating my own. However, upon boarding the cart, I was made immediately aware of my error and decided to allow him to play his hand, not realizing that he would be bold enough to play it so soon. Of course, I could not warn you of his rapid approach without warning him off and then our bird would have flown. Again, old friend, my apologies.’ We began walking slowly towards the farmhouse, where we hoped to procure a lad to send to the village to summon the police and perhaps, a means of transport back to the station.
         
 
         ‘At least now I understand why you allowed Tyler off the leash, but how did you realize he was anything other than a humble cart-driver?’
 
         ‘I was alerted to the possibility as soon as we boarded the cart. I observed the cudgel lying on the floor at the front by his feet; a ferocious weapon, indeed, for a driver in so remote and quiet a village as Borehamwood. Then I became aware of how soiled by soot his face was. You would rarely find such soiling on any face other than one from an intensely built-up, urban area, such as East London, for example, from where Tyler surely hails, as confirmed by his accent. It was his hands, however, that decided me to borrow your revolver. On the hands of every driver that I have observed there are always obvious red welts caused by the strain of controlling the horse with the reins. On Tyler’s there were none,’ Holmes concluded.
 
         ‘I understand, but how could you be so sure he would come after me and not yourself? Surely you were in the same danger as I was?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Perhaps, but it seemed more likely that he would try to prevent you from making contact with the farmer and thereby raising the alarm, and attending to me once you had been secured.’
 
         By now we had reached the farmhouse where we found the owner, James Bowen and his wife, to be most affable and co-operative. A lad was dispatched to the village at once and Mrs Bowen afforded us a substantial tea which we had barely consumed by the time the local constabulary had arrived.
 
         I was still harbouring certain misgivings over the manner in which Holmes had misused me in entrapping Tyler, although, his reaction upon finding me safe and well, had diluted these somewhat. However, his behaviour upon revealing the whereabouts of the stolen money to the local police was what surprised and gratified me the most. As he had calculated it was hidden in the fireplace of the middle cottage. Normally a situation such as this would provide him with a moment of supreme and dramatic triumph. As gratifying as this moment undoubtedly was, he accepted it with total nonchalance as he was clearly still distracted by the thought of the potential danger he had subjected me to.
         
 
         The train journey back to London was both quiet and uneventful, but as I sat there in the carriage, observing how oblivious my friend was to the view from the window he was staring so intently through, I could not help surmising that the total dedication he afforded to his profession would not prevent him from using me in such a way once again, should the situation command it.
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