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This book is a work of fiction.
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The cases in The Dark Casebook of Sherlock Holmes are imagined as mysteries Dr. Watson chose not to publish in his lifetime: affairs too strange for polite society, too disturbing for the newspapers, and too easily mistaken for superstition by those who did not possess Sherlock Holmes’s colder eye for fact.

Each story is a new mystery written for readers who enjoy Victorian atmosphere, gothic unease, and the clean satisfaction of a rational solution beneath an apparently impossible crime.
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The cases Watson never published. The mysteries London whispered about.
The truths Holmes alone could uncover.
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The Coffin in the Roots
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In arranging those notes which have, from time to time, been placed before the public under my name, I have been more than once accused of possessing too great an appetite for the bizarre. It has been said that I chose always the locked room, the blood-stained message, the spectre on the stair, and the hereditary doom, while passing over those quieter triumphs in which my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes displayed an equal, if less picturesque, mastery. The charge is not wholly without foundation. A physician may be pardoned for remembering most vividly the cases in which the pulse beats fastest beneath his fingers; and I, who had seen war and fever and the common cruelties of London, confess that the intrusion of terror into a respectable English home never failed to stir both my imagination and my sympathies.

Yet Holmes himself cared little for terror except as a symptom. He had a contempt, almost a professional impatience, for any explanation which asked to be accepted because it was dreadful. To him, a ghost was commonly a man with a reason for being mistaken for one, and a curse was too often only a crime which had borrowed an older language than its own. I have never known him more quietly alert than when others were most determined to be afraid.

The case which I have ventured to call The Adventure of the Wych Elm Coffin began upon one of those wet autumn mornings when Baker Street seemed to have withdrawn itself from London and become a small grey island in a sea of rain. The yellow fog of the previous week had broken at last, but the cure was little better than the complaint, for the water came slanting down the windows and beat upon the panes with a dreary persistence. Holmes had drawn his chair close to the fire and was engaged in scraping a resinous substance from the bowl of his pipe with the blade of a penknife, while I, having exhausted the medical column of The Lancet, had surrendered myself to the comfort of the Times.

Mrs. Hudson had carried away the breakfast things, and I had just remarked that no client of any delicacy could be expected to brave such weather, when there came the sound of a cab stopping sharply below. Holmes did not raise his eyes, but the penknife paused in his hand.

'A lady,' he said. 'Not young, not poor, and not accustomed to calling upon unmarried gentlemen at half-past nine in the morning.'

'Upon what possible grounds?' I asked, laying down my paper.

'My dear Watson, the cab door was opened by the driver, not the passenger; there was the delay of an umbrella being put up before she descended; and the tread upon the stair is firm enough for resolution, but too carefully placed for youth. As to her errand, we shall know it in another moment.'

He had hardly spoken before Mrs. Hudson appeared, with that air of mingled curiosity and respect which the arrival of a distressed lady always produced in her.

'A Miss Maberley to see you, Mr. Holmes.'

'Show her up, if you please.'

Our visitor entered almost immediately. She was a tall woman of perhaps five-and-thirty, dressed in black of an expensive but unfashionable cut, with a veil thrown back from a face which must once have been handsome and was still remarkable for its composure. There are women who appear to have been schooled by misfortune into silence rather than weakness, and Miss Eleanor Maberley was of that order. Her gloves were wet, but her hand, when she laid one upon the back of the chair Holmes indicated, did not tremble until she saw his keen grey eyes fixed upon her.

'You have come from Surrey,' he said before she could speak. 'From a large house, not an inn, and from a household in which something has been discovered out of doors rather than within. Pray sit down. You are chilled.'

The colour left her face so suddenly that I moved forward, fearing she might faint. She recovered herself with an effort and took the chair.

'Then you have heard of it already?' she asked.

'On the contrary, I have heard nothing. I observe that the mud upon the hem of your dress is of the heavy yellow clay common in parts of Surrey; that the left side of your cloak is fretted with small fragments of wet bark, such as one would gather by standing close beneath a tree; and that your right glove has a smear of fresh earth across the palm, though a lady of your habits would not willingly soil herself unless startled into touching what she had meant only to look at. You have, therefore, seen something in the ground near a tree, and it has sent you to Baker Street in haste.'

Miss Maberley drew a breath which was almost a sob.

'It was in the roots,' she said. 'Among the roots of the old wych elm.'

Holmes leaned back and put the tips of his long fingers together. His expression, which the uninitiated might have taken for languor, had in it that stillness which I knew so well. It was the stillness of a hound that has caught the first faint thread of a scent.

'Begin at the beginning, Miss Maberley.'

'I live at Maberley Court, near Witley, with my cousin Sir Gideon Maberley. I say with him, though in truth he is seldom there except when the pressure of his affairs compels him to remember that he owns the place. The house has belonged to our family for generations, but it is much reduced now. There are rooms that have not been opened in years, roofs that leak, and grounds that are more wilderness than garden. Since my uncle's death I have kept what order I could.'

There was neither complaint nor self-pity in her voice, but I noticed that her hands had closed tightly upon one another.

'Yesterday morning,' she continued, 'two men were sent to clear the south lawn where the old wych elm stands. Its roots have lifted the path and broken the stone edging round the former herb garden. The steward, Mr. Peter Trent, had ordered some of the earth to be cut away so that a retaining wall might be repaired. Shortly after noon one of the men came running to the house. He declared that they had found a coffin.'

'A human coffin?' I exclaimed.

She turned her grave eyes upon me. 'At first, we thought it a child's coffin, Dr. Watson. It was small, blackened by damp, and wedged so tightly among the roots that it seemed the tree had grown around it. I wished the matter left alone until the police or the parish officers could be summoned, but Sir Gideon laughed at our fears. He said it was some discarded family relic, or the work of rustics wishing to frighten the servants, and ordered it brought into the tool-house.'

Holmes opened his eyes a little. 'It was moved, then?'

'Yes.'

'By whom?'

'The two labourers first loosened it. Mr. Trent supervised them. Sir Gideon himself touched the lid. I did also, though God knows I wish now I had not.'

Holmes made no comment upon the agitation with which she spoke.

'Was the coffin locked?'

'No. The fastening had rusted or seemed to have rusted. When the lid was raised we found no body.'

'Indeed.'

There was the faintest inflection in the word, and I saw Miss Maberley look at him in distress, as though his calmness wounded her.

'No body,' she repeated, 'but not empty. There was a woman's black glove laid along the bottom, a child's silver rattle wrapped in a piece of stained silk, and a folded funeral notice.'

'Dated?'

'That is what brought me here, Mr. Holmes. The notice was for a burial three days ago.'

For once even Holmes permitted his brows to draw together. I confess that a chill passed over me. A coffin caught in the roots of an old tree might have been the relic of some forgotten family tragedy; but a fresh funeral notice lying among objects that must surely have been old gave the affair a deliberate and sinister aspect.

'Whose burial?' asked Holmes.

'There was no name. Only the words: “Interred in silence and not forgiven.” Beneath it was the date.'

'Printed or written?'

'Printed.'

'Upon what paper?'

Miss Maberley stared at him. 'I do not know.'

'Thick? Thin? Smooth? Ragged at the edge? Machine-cut or torn?'

'Mr. Holmes, I had not thought of it.'

'Naturally. That is why you have come to me. Pray continue. What did Sir Gideon do when he saw the notice?'

The question struck deeper than the others. She looked away toward the fire.

'He laughed at first. Then he grew angry. He accused the servants of impertinence. Agnes Bennett, one of the maids, began to cry and said the elm had given back what was owed to it. Sir Gideon swore at her and ordered the coffin locked away. But before dinner I saw him go alone to the tool-house. He remained there nearly a quarter of an hour.'

'Did he take anything from it?'

'I cannot say.'

'Did anyone else have access?'

'Mr. Trent had the key afterward. Reverend Septimus Lorne came in the evening. He is our vicar and an antiquarian, and Sir Gideon sent for him to make light of the matter. Reverend Lorne said there were old tales in the parish concerning the tree.'

'There are always parish tales concerning trees,' Holmes murmured.

Miss Maberley clasped her hands more tightly. 'At Maberley Court the tale is that the elm keeps the dead it is owed. I never credited such things. But last night the servants would scarcely cross the passage after dark. Agnes swore she heard a child crying beneath the south lawn, though there is no child in the house and none living within half a mile.'

'At what hour?'

'A little after two.'

'Wind?'

She blinked at him. 'Wind?'

'Was it windy?'

'Yes. The rain had stopped, but the
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