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Chapter 1
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Mrs. Johnson

It was late afternoon on the eighth of April, 1905, and to my surprise I found I was standing at the entrance to Baker Street, mere yards away from the quarters I once shared with my dear friend Sherlock Holmes. Earlier in the day, I had visited the residence of a former patient on a nearby street in Marylebone on an unrelated matter, and I suppose I was so focused on our discussion that out of habit I walked towards my former residence.

It had been more than a year since I had been called to 221B by my famous friend, for the Creeping Man case that I wished to recount someday. Holmes himself had left London for a cottage in Sussex, where I understood him to be examining the life of bees and enjoying a view of the Channel. Knowing that my arrival at home was not anticipated until later in the evening, I saw no harm in indulging in a leisurely stroll along our old street. It was a sentimental trip, I admit, but one that brought back memories of the many adventures that had started near this very spot.

To my astonishment, I saw the lights shining through our former flat’s two broad windows. The curtains were pulled shut, but a slight motion of one made it evident someone was present. I was under the impression that Holmes had arranged with Mrs. Hudson for the flat to remain empty, available for his use in case he needed to return to London for any reason. As he was retired from his consulting detective practice, I thought the arrangement was an extravagance and told him so.

He disagreed. “If I am ever forced to return to the city, it would ease my mind to know that these familiar walls are waiting.”

After I crossed the street and entered the building, I called for Mrs. Hudson, but our former landlady did not appear. At our old door I restrained myself from walking right in, out of concern that a new occupant had moved in despite Holmes’s arrangement. My knock was answered with the usual crisp tone I had grown accustomed to hearing.

“Come in, Watson.”

There he stood, smoking his pipe at the old fireplace. I had seen him in that pose countless times, of course. But on this occasion none of his trophies and mementos littered the mantelpiece, and indeed, glancing around the room, there was but the most basic furniture necessary for habitation—chairs, a table and not much else.

“Holmes, as always you astound me. How could you have known that it was me? I did not even know I would stop by until minutes ago.”

“How could I possibly forget the sound of your footsteps on the stairs?” He pointed towards the street with his pipe. “As always, my friend, your timing is impeccable and your presence may prove invaluable. Tell me everything you can about the person you passed in the entranceway across the street, two doors down.”

I was forced to confess I had not noticed passing such a person.

“Then use some care in peeking out the window to determine whether the person is still there. We don’t want to advertise our presence, but the sight of the person may refresh your memory. You know my methods. I need details.”

Stepping to the curtains, I created enough of a gap with a nudge of my finger to peer through. There was indeed an occupant in the entranceway across the street.

“Come, Watson.” There was a touch of the old Holmes impatience in his voice. “What can you tell me?”

“Not much, I’m afraid. I don’t recall glancing that way when I went past.”

“Then put my methods to use. There is time before the sun sets.”

Holmes had used this tactic on me numerous times over the years. In the beginning, I believed it was to make light of me in his own peculiar manner, because I rarely was right in the particulars when I tried to apply his use of observations, logic and probabilities to establish facts. It had irritated me until I realised he was, in his own way, attempting to train my mind and improve my powers of observation. I must confess, I was a poor student to his tutoring, but a willing one in the long run. Perhaps, I told myself, it might even have been Holmes’s attempt at a friendly gesture. An odd attempt, but one with no ill will.

Standing near the window, I peeked through the curtains. The subject of our conversation was reading a copy of the Illustrated London News. I looked from the workman’s cap to the black boots on the feet and back again. I watched for several minutes in case there might be any movements that could provide more information. From the motion of the cap, I could tell the person was glancing up and down the street regularly. Shuffling indicated the body’s weight was being shifted from one foot to another, with the one foot free from duty lifted up and placed on the toe of the boot. Awkward, but telling.

After gathering as much information as I could through using his methods, I stepped back. Holmes hadn’t moved from the fireplace. He was staring at the floor, waiting for me. Gathering my thoughts, I crossed over to a plain wooden chair and sat.

“Well,” I began, “judging from his build and his average height, I would put our subject at about eighteen to twenty years of age. Not quite a full adult, but close enough to be on his own. The cap and clothes he wears indicate he comes from the working class, perhaps from one of our city’s poorer districts.” Then, I added, with pride in my observation, “Since his clothes appear a bit too large and ill-fitting, it is likely he isn’t the eldest in the family but is wearing what had once belonged to an older brother. I can only see a bit of the forehead, but there is some soot on it, so he may work as a chimney sweep or something similar. Perhaps shovelling coal, because even though he has a slender build, he holds himself as if he could handle demanding work. As for why he is standing there reading the newspaper, perhaps he finished his work early and is waiting for companions? Or perhaps he is waiting for a prospective customer to return home, someone who has neglected an appointment? It would appear he has been waiting for some time.”

“Almost two hours. Astounding, old friend.” Holmes crossed to the window. “You are right about the long wait. I am glad, for I was concerned that you would finish your observations without getting a single fact correct.”

“What?” I cried, almost rising from my seat.

“No time to explain.” He returned to the fireplace. “Now that the sun has set, she will arrive shortly.”

She? That could not be, I thought. But before I could press Holmes on the issue, we heard footsteps on the stairs and a quiet knock on the door.

“Please come in.” As the door began to open, Holmes added, “Miss…?”

A voice in the hallway muttered “Dang” and then our visitor entered the room. In the room’s light, it was obvious that Holmes was correct. While our visitor was wearing workman’s clothes, up close it was easy to see that what I had thought from a distance was a young man, no more than twenty, was a woman almost twice that age. Tall, she stood eye to eye with me. What I had mistaken for soot on her forehead was boot polish, which was also daubed on her high cheekbones and across her chin.

Holmes’s immediate destruction of the ruse had taken her by surprise, but she recaptured her composure in a moment and stood before us with a bearing that I would have assumed was developed in the military if she were a man. Her brown eyes were sharp, her features regular and her skin was darkened by the sun as if she spent much of her time outdoors.

Looking from Holmes to me and then back again, she asked in a commanding tone, “Hello. Which one of you is Sherlock Holmes?”

She was American, with a broader accent than any I had encountered in our previous adventures. Those Americans almost without exception were from one of that country’s great cities. Our visitor was neither New Yorker nor Bostonian, but from a region with which I was unfamiliar.

“It is a pleasure to meet you.” Holmes bowed. “This is my friend and working partner, Dr. Watson. Anything that you share with me in confidence can be trusted with him as well.”

We settled into the three chairs in the room.

“My name is Mrs. Lillian Johnson,” she said. “I come to you with a mighty serious problem that could make the war between Russia and Japan a lot worse. The matter is also important for my country, and for me personally. I can’t offer much in payment right now, but I can assure you—”

Holmes waved a hand in the air. “I am retired and have all I need to live out the rest of my days. If the situation intrigues me, I will be glad to assist. If it doesn’t hold any particular attraction, I will endeavour to steer you to one of our local agencies who may provide what you need. However, I suspect the matter may be something of interest to us. Dr. Watson and I, like many of our fellow Englishmen, hold more than a passing interest in America. I presume this relates to the current visit to our city by Miss Alice Roosevelt, your President’s daughter?”

In numerous cases, I had seen Holmes pronounce some fact or detail at a first meeting that a stranger would have sworn he could have no way of knowing. I myself had fallen for it several times early in our friendship. Our visitors often reacted with cries of surprise. Others angrily demanded where he got his information. But the woman sitting before us had the most impressive response I can recall.

Her eyes held his in a steady gaze. “You are as sharp as advertised, Mr. Holmes. I was concerned that your partner’s stories painted you as more capable than you are. Glad to see that ain’t true.”

Holmes allowed himself a smile at my expense. “Dr. Watson has a way with words, but it is quite simple. When the US ambassador himself travelled into the English countryside to request this meeting, but declined to provide any details, I presumed the matter to be one of great discretion. It hardly takes a long perusal of the periodicals of our city to know Miss Roosevelt is here, and is making quite an impression.”

President Roosevelt’s daughter had captured the attention of high society, and indeed, of all London. Beautiful and dressed in a fashion that made her appearance perfectly acceptable at any formal function, Miss Roosevelt had a personality that was far more vivacious and outspoken than what was considered proper for our English ladies. Only twenty-one years of age, she had charmed the seat of the British Empire and was hailed by the British press as a “breath of fresh American air”.

Holmes waved a hand towards the window. “Earlier, when I spotted you turning into Baker Street, I thought for a moment that this humble flat might be graced with Miss Roosevelt herself.”

I saw a gleam in our visitor’s eyes. “Really, Mr. Holmes?”

“It was obvious at first glance—even from a distance—that you were a woman in men’s clothes. The boots are too big for your feet and likely caused you no small amount of pain after walking all the way from your hotel.”

“I didn’t trust giving your address to a cab driver. This meeting must be kept secret,” she insisted. She held one foot out, shaking her head as she examined the boot. “You are correct. I’m not used to big cities and got the distance wrong.”

“Indeed, you did not know how long it would take to walk here, so you took precautions in case you arrived early and needed to wait in the street. It was plain you did not want to be recognised. The boot polish on your face is too smooth and uniform for anyone but…” here Holmes turned to me, “the most casual observer to mistake it for chimney sweep’s soot.

“But you are too tall to be Miss Roosevelt, though I understand she herself is taller than average, judging from the descriptions that our newspapers have inflicted upon us in recent days. In many of the articles about her arrival, there are mentions that she is travelling with a female secretary. From what I gather from our more sensational press, this companion’s role goes beyond secretarial work. Your main duty, it seems, is to rein in your young charge.”

Here, our visitor broke into a wide smile. It reminded me of all the finest qualities I imagined in our American cousins—a freshness and openness that we on the Old Continent hide beneath our manners.

“Miss Roosevelt can be a tough dogey to lasso.” Our visitor’s eyes brightened, her gaze steady on my friend. “Mr. Holmes, I like you. You are ace high.”

Holmes returned a brief smile, then his face returned to an intent gaze. “The situation, please. And spare no details.”

“Dr. Watson, Mr. Holmes is correct. I do travel as a secretary to Miss Roosevelt. But, as you can imagine, it is not customary for me to accompany Miss Roosevelt to most of the social gatherings she goes to.

“Yesterday, while she was at a luncheon hosted by our ambassador, I was alone in our hotel suite. Someone knocked on the door and I thought it would be a hotel worker, as Miss Roosevelt had asked that no visitors be allowed up unannounced. I was surprised. It was an English gentleman. Dressed real fine, I might add.

“He offered me his card, and when I said Miss Roosevelt was not taking visitors, he seemed confused. Said he was certain he had an appointment, and when I insisted that couldn’t be the case, he became persistent.

“He didn’t believe me when I told him she was not just unavailable, she was out. He forced his way into the suite, and while he was checking the empty rooms, there was another knock at the door. This time it was a hotel worker, and as I was asking for assistance in removing the intruder, the gentleman brushed past both of us without so much as an ‘excuse me’. When I went back into the suite, I saw right away that a letter which had been on the side table was missing. I went lickety-split after the man, but by the time I got to the lobby, he had vamoosed.”

She leaned forward.

“I called our ambassador, Mr. Choate, and told him I needed help on an urgent personal matter and that I couldn’t go to the authorities. He didn’t press me and said he’d get me the best informal help around. You. Mr. Holmes, that letter was meant only for President Roosevelt’s eyes. It must be recovered as soon as possible.”

Holmes shook his head. “I am sorry, Mrs. Johnson. This has been a wasted trip. I am afraid that Dr. Watson and I can be of no assistance to you.”

“Holmes!” I called out, not believing he would turn down such a plea for help.

Holmes began again, in a softer tone. “That is, Mrs. Johnson, we cannot help you unless you tell us the whole truth.”





Chapter 2
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A false horse

Our visitor sat up straight and her face tightened. She started to open her mouth but then clenched her jaw. Her eyes narrowed and focused on Holmes. His face was as placid as I have ever seen it as he held her gaze. Long moments passed as neither looked away nor even blinked.

Mrs. Johnson sat back in her chair. To my surprise, she chuckled. “Mr. Holmes, you are of the first water. Back home I might have slapped you, but I never was much good at telling tales. How did you know?”

Holmes leaned back in his chair and waved a hand. “I cannot imagine that any woman who has survived the American frontier would be so easily brushed aside by an English gentleman, no matter how well dressed. I suspect strongly that if you did not want someone to cross your door, that door would not be crossed.”

“Right you are, Mr. Holmes. I apologise to you and to Dr. Watson. What I am about to tell you will paint me poorly, but the truth is, I was a plumb fool.”

“Let’s begin again, shall we?” said Holmes. “This gentleman caller, what was his name?”

When she told us his name, which I shall not repeat here for reasons that will become obvious, I glanced at Holmes and he raised an eyebrow in response.

“You have heard of this four-flusher?” Mrs. Johnson asked.

The man was indeed known to us, and to the authorities. He was of a particular sort that may perhaps be found only in British society. Though he came from noble lineage—some of his ancestors had achieved glory on the battlefield—he had inherited none of the finer qualities of his heritage. A proper upbringing and the finest schools were unable to fashion him into a respectable member of society. Instead, he wasted his years among the lower drinking clubs of London, becoming involved in one unsavoury scheme after another.

It was almost a decade ago when his name first came to our attention. He had seduced a dowager duchess into signing papers which he led her to believe involved a minor business deal, but in fact turned over her entire estate to him. Rather than face the humiliation of going public, she took to her bed and starved to death. He later seduced the young daughter of a steel industrialist, leaving her with child after obtaining from her a number of the family jewels. At the turn of the century he turned to direct blackmail, having obtained some indiscreet letters written by a lord’s daughter. He threatened to give the letters to her fiancé, a prominent member of society.

Aside from his criminal activities, he was also known to have taken advantage of any number of lower-class women, using them for his immoral purposes then leaving them penniless and alone.

His family connection had been enough to keep him out of prison, and his name from the newspapers.

In short, he was a scoundrel, but well enough connected that even now it would be imprudent to put his name to paper. For purposes of this tale, we shall call him “Fitzroy”.

“We are aware of him,” Holmes answered.

“Mr. Fitzroy did show up unannounced, like I said. But he didn’t force his way into the suite. That part isn’t true.” Mrs. Johnson for the first time averted her eyes. “The man was charming and well mannered. I’m usually better at spotting a false horse, but obviously I am not familiar with what passes for an English gentleman.”

This last was spoken in a rush, as if she were angry at herself. Taking a deep breath, she continued.

“The rest is like I said. While we were talking in the sitting room of the suite, someone else knocked at the door. I opened it and it was a bellboy with a delivery. While I accepted the package, Mr. Fitzroy stepped to the door, apologised for taking my time, and left. I went back into the suite to find the letter gone.”

“The hotel porter—the bellboy. Had you seen him before?”

“No. But we have only been here a few days. I’m sure there are plenty of hotel workers I haven’t seen.”

“Indeed. How long did he keep you at the door?”

“Not long, maybe five minutes. Though longer than I thought necessary.”

“How so?”

“He said I had to sign for the package, but then he fumbled in his pockets for the receipt. Then he dropped his pen, and as he picked it up, he dropped the receipt. I was amazed at how clumsy he was.”

“And what was in the package?” asked Holmes.

“A box of chocolates and a note saying it was a gift from an admirer who wished to remain anonymous.”

“Mrs. Johnson, I think it is safe to presume that the porter was not a hotel worker but an accomplice of our thief, hired to keep you occupied while he searched the suite for anything valuable. Now, as for the letter, Miss Roosevelt is unaware that it has been stolen?”

“I haven’t told her yet. She has been booked solid and Ambassador Choate thought I shouldn’t wait to see you. If you can’t help, I will talk to her as soon as I can.”

“And if we decide to take the case?”

“If you don’t get it back by the day after tomorrow, I will have to let her know anyway. That’s when the embassy sends the next diplomatic pouch to Washington.”

Mrs. Johnson hesitated, understandably, when Holmes asked about the letter’s contents. But upon his insistence, she asked, “You both know about the terrible war going on over in the Pacific?”

How could one not be aware of the Russo-Japanese war? The Russian Empire had been attacked by Japan’s military more than a year ago. His Majesty’s government was keenly interested in a Japanese victory, as it was understood that Germany was supporting Russia. The newspapers were filled with almost daily reports of the hostilities, which, as a former military man, it pained me to read.

After we acknowledged her question with nods, she continued. “It is public knowledge that President Roosevelt is trying to bring both sides together to end the war. At a reception the other night, Miss Roosevelt sat next to the Japanese ambassador to your country. You are men of the world, so you will know that sometimes, in an attempt to flatter a young woman like Miss Roosevelt, men will let slip and say indiscreet things. The ambassador made it clear that the costs of the war were much higher than what the Japanese public has been told, and that while the military opposes any end to the war, the Japanese emperor wants peace. Miss Roosevelt put that in the letter to her father, which is now in that thief’s hands.”

“This is terrible.” I turned to Holmes. “If that information were to become public knowledge, it could stiffen the resolve of Tsar Nicholas. The Russians would not entertain a truce if they felt they could turn the tide of war against Japan.”

“That is why it is so important we get that letter back,” Mrs. Johnson said. “I can take my poison, but I can’t take more bloodshed on my conscience.”

“More bloodshed?” I asked.

“Both of you probably are wondering how I came to work for the Roosevelts, as I am certainly not of their society or their culture. I am from the Arizona territory, born and raised. My father was a sergeant who helped set up Fort Date Creek. I grew up seeing Indian attacks and a good number of men, women and children killed.

“I’m not ashamed to say that I didn’t get much schooling. I didn’t much learn from books, but I learned to shoot and to hunt. When I was twenty-four, a private arrived at the fort from Chicago. Isaiah was a handsome man and we were hitched in no time.

“I’m afraid I pushed him to leave the military and settle in one spot. I wanted a home where we could raise children of our own. In 1896, we bought a homestead near Phoenix to grow alfalfa and raise a family. But we were never blessed with children and it turned out neither of us was much good with crops.

“I could tell Isaiah was powerfully unhappy, though he never said anything. A wife just knows. So, when the Spanish blew up the USS Maine, I saw how eager he was to rejoin the military, to go fight. I’m afraid I encouraged him to go. He went east and joined the 1st United States Volunteer Cavalry. You may have heard of it.”

Of course we had heard of the 1st, though it was better known by the nickname “Rough Riders”. President Roosevelt had been instrumental in forming the regiment and had helped lead them into battle in Cuba.

“My husband died at Las Guasimas, and, well, farming never was in my blood, I guess. Or maybe my heart wasn’t in it. Things were rough. I shouldn’t talk poor about the United States while abroad, but the army is quick to send men to fight and less quick to take care of the widows left behind.”

It wasn’t just the United States, I thought bitterly, remembering my days serving Her Majesty in uniform.

“The President heard about my situation somehow and offered me this position. I took the first train east that I could. First time I was ever east of the Texas border in my life.”

Holmes, looking at the floor, gave no indication that he noticed she had stopped speaking. It was obvious to me, if not to our visitor, that he was concentrating on something else entirely.

“The envelope. Was it supplied by the hotel? Or Miss Roosevelt’s personal stationery?”

“Why, neither, Mr. Holmes,” she replied, surprised at the change of subject. “It was from the embassy.”

“Sealed?”

“Yes.”

“Stamped on the flap?”

“Yes. Miss Roosevelt has a personalised one the President gave her.”

“Excellent. How was the envelope addressed?”

Mrs. Johnson thought for a moment. “To the President: urgent and confidential.”

“Anything else on the envelope? Distinguishing marks. A rip? A tear?”

“No…” Mrs. Johnson started. “Wait! She added a short note after it was sealed. She wrote, ‘Regarding R-J’.”

“A bit indiscreet. But it works in our favour.”

Holmes sprang from his chair and gave our visitor a bow. “I am afraid, Mrs. Johnson, time is of the essence. If Dr. Watson and I are to be of assistance, we must begin immediately. There is no need for you to alert Miss Roosevelt at this time. Dr. Watson will help you find a carriage. We will be in touch. Good evening.”

“Thank you, Mr. Holmes.”

Holmes helped her from her chair and steered her towards the door. As I passed Holmes to follow her down the stairs, he leaned close.

“You will be available tomorrow, old friend? I will need your assistance.”

“I can make myself available.”

“Don’t say anything to our client, but tomorrow you and I will meet Miss Alice Roosevelt.”





Chapter 3
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Miss Alice Roosevelt

Throughout the following morning I was busy with a steady line of patients, my practice having picked up in the months since Sherlock Holmes had retired to the countryside. I had worked hard at building up a list of regulars, accepting referrals from across the city. I suspect numerous visitors chose me for my association with Holmes, as rarely a day went by when someone did not make some remark about one of our adventures.

I was just sitting down to lunch when a boy arrived with a note from Holmes:


Present yourself at the front door of the US Embassy at six o’clock this evening. Bring your medical bag. Display it prominently.

Holmes.



At the end of the day, I closed the surgery and headed to Westminster with the brown medical bag at my side. After paying the carriage driver, I stepped onto Victoria Street in front of the embassy. I expected the pavement to be busy, located as it was midway between the Palace of Westminster and Victoria Station. But the crowd exceeded my expectations, with a good number of people standing in front of the embassy.

Indeed, I had to push my way through the gathering to get to the front door. People shouted, “Let him through, he’s a doctor. Let him through.” For which I was grateful.

I presented myself to the guard, who asked me to wait and shut the door again. From behind I heard someone call my name, and I turned in time to see a group of London’s intrepid newspaper reporters among the crowd.

“Is it the ambassador, Dr. Watson?”

“Who are you seeing?”

“What about Alice Roosevelt? Will she be here soon?”

Before I could think of an answer, the embassy door opened and out stepped the US Ambassador, Joseph Hodges Choate. The grey-haired diplomat was well known about London, and his appearance caused a stir.

“Ah, Dr. Watson, Mrs. Abbott will be so glad you could see her again on such short notice.”

I took note of his strong Bostonian accent as he extended his hand. Puzzled, I shook it and refrained from telling him that I did not believe I had ever met a Mrs. Abbott in my entire life.

“Mr. Ambassador, a statement, please?” one reporter called.

“Of course.” He stepped forward and cleared his throat. “One of our local workers took ill and fainted. She is resting in one of our conference rooms. We suggested a visit to the hospital, but she requested that we send for her doctor, whom you all know. I expect she will recover nicely.”

“Does this mean your dinner with Miss Roosevelt tonight has been cancelled?”

At this, the entire crowd seemed to surge forward with interest.

“Of course not. Dr. Watson and his patient will remain in a conference room at one end of the building, far enough away that our dinner will not disturb her.”

“Is anybody from His Majesty’s government attending? What about the royal family?”

“Oh, no.” The ambassador made a show of dismissing the idea. “This is an embassy dinner attended by our top officials here, along with one or two American businessmen in town. As you know, Miss Roosevelt is honoured to be invited to dine with His Majesty on Saturday. She very much looks forward to meeting him. And now you’ll excuse me.”

With a bow to the reporters and a wave to the onlookers, the ambassador took my arm and escorted me into the building. After the door closed, the smile on his face disappeared. “Come with me.”

As we hurried down a hallway I thanked the ambassador for taking the time to meet me at the door in person.

“Your friend Mr. Holmes felt it was necessary. Essential even.” Opening a door, he ushered me into a book-lined room that I took to be the embassy library. A desk lamp was on, but it faced down, casting most of the room in shadow.

“Essential?” I asked, and then I caught sight of my old friend out of the corner of my eye. He was standing off to one side, in the gloom. He stepped forward, his hair a bit dishevelled and his suit—the same suit he had on the night before—wrinkled.

“Watson, thank you for coming, and bringing the medical bag.”

I held the bag up. “If my medical help is needed, I stand ready. Though I must confess, I don’t believe I have ever met a Mrs. Abbott, despite the fact she claims I am her doctor.”

Holmes let loose one of his short laughs. “Ah, Watson, this is precisely why I believed it was essential for the ambassador to meet you at the door. There is no Mrs. Abbott, of course. We just needed a reasonable explanation why the good Dr. Watson would visit this location tonight that did not hint at our true mission. A slight falsehood in support of a noble endeavour. I thought it more appropriate that it came from the esteemed ambassador himself.”

The ambassador puffed up his chest. “Decades in the courtroom, gentlemen, teaches you how to make anything sound credible. Now, you must excuse me. I must be ready for when our guests arrive.”

“Sit, Watson.” Holmes motioned to a wooden straight-back chair. “Leave the light low while we wait.”

With that, he reclined in a similar chair he had placed in the corner, leaned against the wall, and shut his eyes. I couldn’t tell if he was napping or deep in thought.

Either way, we waited in silence.

After long minutes passed, I heard a faint roar from outside the building. Moments later came a second one, a bit louder than the first. Then silence again.

“She has arrived, Watson.” Holmes sounded alert. “The first roar was when she stepped from the carriage. The second was when she turned at the door and did a curtsy for the crowd.”

“That her appearance would cause such a reaction from the crowd is to be expected,” I conceded. “But how could you possibly deduce what she did at the door?”

“Because,” Holmes paused, enjoying the moment, “it is what she has done at every public appearance this week. The popular press is not unknown to me.”

“I had not noticed such details.”

“If Mrs. Johnson is accompanying Miss Roosevelt, do not give any indication that we met her before. Follow my lead, Watson. Once more I must indulge in falsehoods to advance our cause. As this is not your strong suit, it is perhaps wise you say as little as possible.”

“Holmes!” The rebuke didn’t land, as I could see a slight smile on his face.

A sharp rap on the door called our attention, and we stood up.

In stepped Choate. Holding the door, he announced, “Gentlemen, may I introduce the daughter of the US President, Miss Alice Roosevelt.”

Miss Roosevelt stepped into the darkened room with her chin held high. I was struck by her presence even though her face was in shadow. Though just twenty-one, she already had that power that so few people master—the ability to appear in control in all situations. Glancing around the room as if she was searching for something valuable she had left behind, she then lit upon us.

“My word, this is a pleasant surprise!” she called out gaily and stepped forward into the light. The newspapers did not exaggerate her beauty. Her auburn hair was piled high and her dress was a pale tint of azure—a colour that suited her so well that it was known as “Alice blue”.

“The world-famous Sherlock Holmes.” She held her hand out to him. “What a pleasure it is to meet you.”

He kissed the back of her hand. “The pleasure is all mine, I can assure you.”

Turning to me, her eyes locked on mine and I felt as if I had her absolute undivided attention.

“And his equally famous partner, Dr. John Watson.” She offered her hand again. “Though, I must say, Dr. Watson, you do a great disservice to your loyal readers by not publishing more of your exploits.”

“I am afraid, Miss Roosevelt,” Holmes cut in, “this is not a social visit. We are here as representatives of His Majesty’s government.”

“So the reports of your recent retirement were incorrect, then? After all, you are barely older than my father, and Lord knows, he has no intention of slowing down any time soon.”

Holmes had indeed retired, but not due to old age, for he was a healthy man who had just passed the half-century mark. Instead, “a lack of challenges presented by the criminal class” was what prompted his decision, he told me at the time.

“My retirement must be set aside when duty calls, Miss Roosevelt.”

Her voice remained light but her eyes narrowed. “Tell me, then, what possible service could I be to His Majesty’s government?”

Choate, still at the door, coughed twice to gain our attention. “I believe I will take my leave now. Gentlemen, Miss Roosevelt, if you will excuse me.”

He started to step out and then turned back. “Miss Roosevelt, should I send in your secretary?”

She looked to us, and after Holmes shrugged as a way of saying it made no difference, she turned back to the ambassador. “Yes. It is probably for the best that a young lady like me is not left alone in the presence of two handsome gentlemen. Whatever would the press say?”

Laughing, the ambassador stepped into the hallway. “Please go in, Mrs. Johnson.”

Our client took two steps into the room. I detected confusion on her face when she first saw us, but after giving Holmes a long look, she adopted a stoic manner and took a spot next to the door. Neither Miss Roosevelt nor Holmes acknowledged her presence, so I ignored her as well.

Holmes motioned for us to sit, which we did. Mrs. Johnson remained just inside the closed door, standing as if rooted in one spot. Fortunately for us all, Miss Roosevelt’s chair was placed in such a way that Mrs. Johnson was out of her eyeline.

“Miss Roosevelt,” Holmes began, “since you are familiar with Dr. Watson’s tales, you are aware that he and I have, on occasion, been asked by our government to handle such sensitive affairs that may cause harm should they come to light. Early this morning, I was awakened at my cottage in the countryside and brought to London on an urgent matter. I apologise for my appearance.”

“Go on.” Her expression was attentive without giving away any indication of what she was thinking.

“It should come as no surprise to someone of your level that our government, like all governments, keeps track of those visitors in our capital who are suspected agents of foreign powers. We have learned, in such a way that we believe it is true, that a certain individual has contacted representatives of both Japan and Russia claiming to hold information that concerns their hostilities. That information, as far as is known, is contained in a letter that this individual claims you wrote.”

Behind Miss Roosevelt, Mrs. Johnson’s eyes went wide and her mouth opened in shock. Since Miss Roosevelt’s attention was on Holmes, I tried a subtle shake of my head to warn our client to remain quiet. Whether she saw it, I don’t know. But she shut her mouth. Jaw clenched, she stared at Holmes.

“I wrote?” Miss Roosevelt’s even tone betrayed nothing.

“Does the notation ‘Regarding R-J’ mean anything to you?”

Miss Roosevelt’s head twitched, as if she were about to turn towards Mrs. Johnson. Then she caught herself. “Tell me more.”

“Our government’s agents searched the premises of this individual when he was not present but did not locate the letter. He may carry it on his person despite the risk involved, but more likely the letter is in the care of an accomplice.”

“And I imagine that is why this individual has not been detained?”

“Correct.”

With a suddenness that accompanies youth, Miss Roosevelt’s whole face lit up, and she leaned forward. “So, Mr. Holmes, tell me,” she said, her voice filling with excitement. “What fantastic scheme have you and Dr. Watson concocted to recover the stolen letter and save the day?”

Her question indicated she was wise enough to recognise there was no value in any pretence. She understood that we knew the letter was genuine and her attention was focused on what we were doing about it.

If Holmes was surprised by her change of demeanour, he did not allow it to show.

“Dr. Watson and I have some familiarity with recovering sensitive materials and a plan is under way, even as we speak. We consider it prudent to keep the details to ourselves in these cases.”

I almost laughed, as I had no idea what details there were, or indeed that there even was a plan.

“Mr. Holmes, I should have expected you would say that.” She chuckled to indicate no offence was taken by his refusal. “Intrigue, adventure… And this meeting is part of the plan, I imagine?”

Holmes moved to the desk.

Picking up a blank sheet of embassy stationery, he asked, “Was the letter composed on embassy stationery like this?”

Miss Roosevelt confirmed what we already knew from Mrs. Johnson, but Holmes was continuing to protect our client.

“If you would be so kind as to write a note to your father of approximately the same length as the stolen letter? The subject being the US Consul General here in London, Robert John Wynne.”

“RJ!” Miss Roosevelt clapped her hands. “And your scheme is to substitute this letter for the stolen one, once it has been found!”

“You are quick, Miss Roosevelt. Be sure to refer to Mr. Wynne at least once as ‘RJ’ to make the deception complete.”

She stood and took the pen he offered. Stepping to the desk, she sat and turned the lamp so it shone on the piece of stationery. “I will write the letter, Mr. Holmes, but poor Mr. Wynne will have a smaller part in this one than the original. I presume the thief plans to sell the letter to the highest bidder, which may be either side?”

Holmes agreed.

“Then the substitute letter should contain details that would lead the winning bidder to believe that negotiations are in their best interests, regardless of which side obtains the letter. I shall invent such details. We have an opportunity to advance world peace, Mr. Holmes, and we will take advantage of it.”

The room fell quiet except for the occasional scratching of her pen as we waited for Miss Roosevelt to complete the letter. She paused in thought once or twice, but in general wrote with the assured hand of someone who knew what she wanted said.

When she
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