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HE WILL ARRIVE at any moment, and my dear husband is a mess. Any casual observer would see the flyaway strands of my hair, my misaligned skirts, one boot untied, and assume that I was the flustered one, but this is only my natural state. Watson sits in a chair by the door, hands compulsively rubbing his knees, mustache twitching irregularly, waiting in a fit of nervous agony. If I were to press my ear to his chest, I would hear his heart beating a swift clip, like a thing terrified.

“Darling,” I say as descend the stairs in front of him. “Would you help me tie these laces? I don’t want to bend in this dress and wrinkle it up before our guest arrives.”

“Of course,” he says, his mustache twitching at me as he mumbles. I place my foot on the seat of his chair, toe pointed between his knees. He takes up my bootstraps and starts to tighten them, but his fingers shake too badly. “I can’t,” he admits, his voice wavering pathetically as if he might burst into tears. He sinks his head back into his hands.

“That’s all right. I’ll ask Kitty for help.” I kiss the top of his head, but he hardly notices; it’s as if a fly has bumped into him. Poor thing; he cares what this man thinks of us.

I hobble into the kitchen trying to keep my boot on all the way. I am making an effort on behalf of my husband, but I am not concerned with whether or not He likes me. I think the likelihood is rather stacked against us becoming friends, with all that we have stolen from one another. But I seem to be alone in my reluctance to meet this man. Kitty is chattering with our cook as I walk in, and she is positively flushed with anticipation.

“…and I told Celia that I would actually be meeting Sherlock Holmes and she’s so jealous she refuses to believe me. It’s true that I’ll be introduced to him, Mrs. Watson? I only want to get a look at him, maybe let the distinguished gentleman kiss my hand!”

“I’ll introduce you as a princess if you’ll just do up these laces for me,” I tell her. Kitty immediately sinks into a puddle of her apron and does them up. Sweet girl, does whatever anyone tells her, unfortunately. The young men in this area have already picked her out as the favorite, but she’s got good people to look out for her welfare, if anyone would call us good.

“Thank you, child,” I say to her. “Any other improvements you’d make?”

“Other than your attitude?” quips Maurice, the cook. He knows he can say whatever he pleases to me, that I love him like my own father, who died before the war broke out. The one comfort in that was at least my father never had to see his country bombed.

Maurice has been with my family since I was a child, and he still treats me like one. It makes a woman feel young, and I don’t mind. It’s true that if I choose to act like a petulant child, I cannot be surprised when people speak to me this way. I dread the treatment I’ll receive from Sherlock Holmes; he is not famous for respecting women.

Kitty squints at my outfit from bottom to top. She stops at my hair and shakes her head. “I’m almost tempted to pat it down with some kitchen grease,” she says, standing on tiptoe and licking her fingers, smoothing my hair up and back.

“I look forward to the end of these celebrations,” I say to Maurice. “I feel like we’ve been hosting since the armistice was signed, and that was six months ago. I don’t like being polite for so long.”

“We know,” Maurice says in his bored, sneering way, but he is smiling. I stop over to kiss his face just above the whiskers, careful to keep my body well away from him and the stove, equally terrified of stains as of fire.

The door chimes, and each of us in the kitchen freezes. That must be Him. The famous Him, whom we’ve all been hearing about for years and yet never set eyes on. Everyone I know has built such an idol of him, that paragon of English defense, just the sort of figure people would put heart behind when the whole world cried out for justice during the recent conflicts. He’s more important than ever, as a figure of legend, and it’s all Watson’s doing that made him so. People do tend to forget that part.

I feel my eyes go wide in anticipation, in spite of my deliberate intentions to remain unimpressed by this man, I feel a strange presentiment. Who is he that I should care, except that my husband thinks so highly of him? Rather too highly, if you ask me, but Watson rarely does solicit my opinion about Holmes. He knows the truth already himself, how he can be blinded by the shimmer from that man. There is a reason the detective has never been to our home; he is an unstable quantity, and Watson and I like the quiet life.

I shoo Kitty from the door and creep into the hall carefully and peak between the columns of the banister, hoping to get an initial look at this demi-god, and size him up. My heart squirms at what I see.

There is Mr. Sherlock Holmes, looking just as I had imagined him: tall and slim, his fingers long like a pianist’s, his facial features sharp enough to injure someone walking by. He is browner than he used to be, from living at the seaside in recent years, where he keeps bees and I’m sure talks down to the locals. I can smell a hint of salt from here, so my dear Watson must be overwhelmed with the scent, since he has his face buried in Holmes’s shoulder.

They are embracing each other tightly, blissfully, as if they’ve been a lifetime away from one another. I don’t believe I am jealous—I’m a modern woman, and I knew of my husband’s flexible nature before I married him—but I am rather destabilized by this scene. They just look so desperately happy to be holding one another. It’s touching, but it touches one awfully hard.

“I believe,” Sherlock says softly, and it’s a wonder I can hear him, since his voice is muffled against my husband’s neck, “that Mrs. Watson has joined us.”

I know better than to ask how he sensed me, since he probably still relishes any opportunity to condescend to a member of the general public. I stand up straight, nonchalant, as if I was crouching behind the banister for some other reason, some objective other than to see how they are together. I’ve heard so much about it, after all. Mr. Watson and I have no secrets.

“Sherlock Holmes, of course.” I hold out my hand in an attempt to avoid any awkwardness. He sees right through me, the horrible hawk-eyed man. But I know all about him as well, and I will not be intimidated.

“My lady,” he says, bowing to kiss my hand. He is being purposefully old-fashioned, trying to remind me of my place. There’s no need for that anymore, not after what this country’s been through, and all that its women contributed. “You have a lovely home,” Sherlock Holmes says, as if that is all I’ve achieved. He smirks up at me from his bow. My smile is more of a sneer. It amuses him; I can tell by the glee that smolders behind his eyes like a kindling blaze. I must give credit to Watson’s literary abilities here—I know the look well already. I’ve read all about it.

“Well, Watson, what’s for dinner?” He takes his eyes off of me and it as if I cease to exist, as if he was just introduced to a child, or a pet, and no longer needs to acknowledge it. I can tell this is going to be a long evening.

Holmes and Watson walk off towards the dining room, arm-in-arm, chatting about every other meal they’ve had together or some such dull subject. It is amazing to watch them go about together. They behave quite convincingly as if nothing has happened between them but a temperate friendship, when of course it was the most tempestuous love.

A barking laugh from Holmes rings out as they turn the corner and I linger in the entryway. It is important to Watson to have Holmes here, finally. They have seen one another so rarely since Watson and I were married, and always it was Watson going to him, taking trips to the coast about once a year, hoping that someday Holmes might care enough to come to him.

It took the War snatching away all our sureties, but Sherlock Holmes is willing to go out of his way to see his friend. If he’s so wretchedly smart, why does it take a catastrophe to make him appreciate who he has? His whole life is riddled with upheavals, after which he turns to Watson, assuming (rightly, most of the time) that Watson would be waiting for him.

I can hear low murmuring from the next room, intimate murmuring, the sort of words you can feel brush against your face if you’re the one they are meant for. I struggle back and forth where I stand, at once lured and repulsed by the sound of their voices. I know too much for my own good! Over my years with Watson, I’ve filled in all the gaps.

I know the whole sordid story.
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THE STORY DOES not begin with dear Watson, as so many of his own tales do not. Everything is Holmes, the famous Holmes. But to be fair, what happened between Holmes and Watson actually did start with the young Holmes, before he had ever met Watson or was ever even a detective, back in his university days.

Men cannot stay repressed all their days, and university was a small bubble of permissibility for the young men of the time. The dormitories are necessarily isolated from the rest of civilization, so that the young people have room to socialize each other. Like puppies nipping at each other in a kennel, learning what is biting too hard before they’re let loose around human beings. It’s the time when parents will look the other way; priests are forgiving, police are discreet, and professors are tolerant. It is a time for experimentation and discovery, and Sherlock Holmes took full advantage of it.

Of course, Watson was at school too, but even in the army (another institution where men are left in close company with each other, and trusted to simply be tactful), he never experienced all that Holmes sought out. All the close situations in barracks, the intense emotions, the lonely nights almost sure to be their last… Watson never developed such feelings of romance for another man which occurred so naturally to Sherlock Holmes. He was a fox let in among roosters. He was the one other boys’ mothers worried about.

Watson was hardly even aware of such practices between men, even though they must have gone on all around him. I imagine it’s due to Watson’s incapacity for observation; just because it never occurred to him to comfort his comrades with intimacy does not mean the others hadn’t thought of it. There must have been whispers among the men, swift discharges if they were ever caught, nasty jokes the rest of the time. Watson might have witnessed dozens of pairs of soldiers in love, choosing contact over combat, but he was oblivious for years even after he’d come home. For a long time he thought what he had with Holmes was an aberration, something peculiar to themselves alone.

Hardly; Holmes began early, back in school like all the other boys.

He was a strange fellow even then, and by his own admission—morose, anti-social, and I would say rather arrogant, though Holmes himself would most likely not. He would say he was only aware of his true potential; there he was among so-called peers, and to an outsider it would seem that they were all the same, all equal. But Holmes knew that he was not equal. He’d just not had enough time to prove it yet.

When Holmes finally revealed his first case to Watson, The Adventure of The Gloria Scott, he teased him with it as though it were an irresistible treat, and Watson certainly fed into this attitude by clamoring for the information. “You never heard me talk of Victor Trevor?” Holmes asked, as if he would mention that name by accident, as if he were innocent.

In telling Watson the details of his first case, he confessed another first; Victor Trevor was not just his only friend at school, he was his lover as well. This was another story for which the world was not yet prepared. Well, the world must prepare itself now.

I was certainly amused to read my husband’s recounting of Holmes’s story, remembering the squawking gaggle of friends I had at school, and imagining Sherlock Holmes with only one odd man, this Trevor boy. And that they only met when Trevor’s dog attacked Holmes’s leg! What a peculiar creature the young Holmes must have been, how off-putting, and without even the excuse of justification that he has now. It’s fine to be an eccentric when you’re an esteemed detective, when it’s acknowledged that your conclusions are sound even if your methods are strange. It is much harder to be so irregular when you’re still nobody, barely twenty, and studying no subject yet established.

Not every detail of Holmes’s encounter with Trevor was recorded for public consumption by Watson, and there is no guarantee that he has the whole story either. Only Trevor and Holmes himself know for sure, don’t they? The amusing story of the dog bite, the way the friendship with Trevor developed while Holmes was malingering for ten days, those details were only the barest taste of the truth. Trevor started stopping by to check on Holmes’s recovery, which lasted as long as it had to for Holmes to achieve his purpose. He aimed to seduce Victor Trevor, and he managed it neatly, as he did most everything else.

It wasn’t exactly predatory. Victor Trevor was not a baby, and he came to Holmes’s rooms under his own steam. Holmes was being…opportunistic. Holmes is famously inept at reading emotions, but it is important to note that he is more specifically ignorant of the subtleties of female emotion—he was in excellent deductive form as regards Trevor. He knew why this young man was friendless, and why he kept loafing around the student he’d injured, and what he was hoping for. At last Holmes triggered their first connection. Here is the story as Watson related it to me:

“He told me his ankle was healed in a matter of days, four at most, but he understood that Trevor would continue visiting if only he could act like an invalid. His theatrical skills, as I’ve told you before, are quite substantial. He absolutely fooled young Trevor, or so they both pretended.

“After more than a week of this trickery, he finally asked Trevor to help him up, under the pretense that he should try his ankle with the assistance of a friend. He contrived to fall full-long into Trevor’s embrace, arms draped over the boy’s shoulders, his sharp face a breath from Trevor’s round, rosy one. And then, with perfect confidence, he kissed his friend on the mouth.”

This story was told to me on a long winter’s night trapped indoors, locked down against the elements, sitting close up on a fire. The flames spoke louder than Watson did. He was always breathless telling these secrets, even to me, even after he knew all of my indiscretions, and after I had already guessed the nature of his partnership with Holmes. I gripped his hand in mine, found it impossibly cool and clammy when we were all but touching the logs of our fire. He was aflood with desire and jealousy, the waters rising into his eyes, full of wavering liquid in the warm light of the flames.

Here is when Watson’s official story jumped abruptly forward in time, to the school break when Holmes got to visit the Trevor family home in Norfolk and try his odd talents against the elder Trevor’s mysteries. There was so much left unwritten by Watson; the nervous nights spent in each other’s rooms, the way Holmes contrived to be invited home with Trevor by talking about how orphaned and lonely he was, the nervous way Trevor finally asked him, while holding his hand, as if he were proposing… The way Holmes laughed at Trevor’s sentiment even while he accepted it, the same bursting laugh he has now, like a clap of merry thunder.

However: once Holmes and Trevor arrived, Holmes was immediately impressed by the manliness of the father, the appealing contrast of his rough body and gentle blue eyes, and with one offhand comment from this man on the science of detecting, Holmes was sparked by his new profession: “I don’t know how you manage this, Mr. Holmes, but it seems to me that all the detectives of fact and of fancy would be children in your hands.” That is indeed what Holmes wanted. He finally knew his true calling.

That vacation in many ways ignited Sherlock Holmes, his passion for puzzles, and for those remarkable individuals whom he deems worthy of his admiration: criminals. Even young Trevor felt the rumblings of Holmes’s fascination with his father, and he naturally didn’t like it. As with most of Holmes’s relationships, the tiny sprout of affection that had erupted between them was obliterated by Holmes’s intensities.

It was strained first by Holmes’s obvious attraction to the elder Trevor, and then by his alienation of the same with his intrusive observation. How different from the boys’ first night in the Donnithorpe home—when the thrill of privacy and legitimacy had them in a gentlemanly frenzy of fondness—was the moment a few days later when it turned so disturbingly uncomfortable? Young Victor Trevor had cause to say, “You’ve given the governor such a turn that he’ll never be sure again of what you know and what you don’t know.” That suspicion shared by the Trevors towards their strange guest quickly squashed what had been budding between the boys. The love that dare not speak its name is a delicate bloom under the most ideal circumstances; Sherlock Holmes put a positive burden on it.

Holmes was pressed by extreme social discomfort to cut his visit short, but when he was invited back for the exciting conclusion of his first curiosity, the death of old Trevor (who turned out to be old Armitage instead), the drama of the event drew the boys rather closer again. Close enough at least for Victor Trevor to once again lean on his only friend before striking out to make his fortune in tea in Terai, leaving childish things behind him, and leaving Sherlock Holmes to become what he would be in his own independent fashion. They left each other amicably, and forever, which is the only way to part from Holmes successfully, if you ask me.

Watson, learning of Holmes’s first dalliance, was surprised to find a pattern of masculine preference in his friend. He felt at once less special and more ignorant of life and the world, feelings that Holmes often prompted in Watson, and exploited to his advantage more than once. Their partnership was an uneven one, and had been so from the start.
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NOT EVERY STORY needs to be retold, and I’ve already skipped over The Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual which occurred in 1878 (I am relaying events chronologically, which my dear Watson never did) because it is nothing to do with what Holmes and Watson were to each other, aside from Watson’s domestic little introduction. Outside of learning several more annoying quirks of Holmes’s personal housekeeping habits, that story is only curious if one wishes to know of Holmes’s first significant commission as a consulting detective. It’s mostly told by Holmes himself, and I confess now that I can’t divine as many secrets from his writing as I can from Watson’s. I may skip several more of the cases if they don’t provide portals to the story that was never told, and I certainly won’t go into unnecessary detail about the mysteries themselves, which are already laid out in Watson’s accounts. I’m under the impression that everyone is familiar with my husband’s tales; with those so well known already, though most of them quite tainted by Watson’s rose-colored devotion, I will tell only the parts that need to be recast (for the sake of the truth), and I will add in all that I have learned further.

Watson, the eternal boy, had no idea what he was walking into as he went to meet Sherlock Holmes. His friend Stamford had more than an inkling as he introduced them, I think. He was at least aware of Holmes’s proclivities, for there were too many rumors for all of them to be scurrilous, and everyone in the lab knew it was so. It’s not as if Holmes was flagrant, or that he brought unexplained “friends” around. Oddly it was his solitude that caused him to be rumbled—uninterested in women, uninterested in revelry, but not wholly consumed by science. He could be perfectly charming and sociable when he wanted to, but he did not want to. And his “peers” eventually figured out why.

Stamford, our match-maker, does not appear to have been a member of the club. I believe that amongst themselves homosexuals referred to each other as Uranians back then, a female soul in a male body. I doubt that Holmes ever adopted the term for himself, and he despised being part of any group. Whereas most men enjoy the comradery of belonging, all it did to Holmes was make him feel average. But, a Uranian by any other name!

Stamford brought about the subject of Holmes to Watson cautiously, unsure if it was wise to spread the malady of Holmes to someone else, but rather struck by how fateful it seemed that they should both mention the subject of rooms so desperately in one day. Certainly Stamford could see that Watson didn’t know what he was saying when he blurted, “I should prefer having a partner to being alone,” and he tried to warn him in as discreet a way as possible, saying judiciously, “You don’t know Sherlock Holmes yet.” But soon that would change.

Even reading Watson’s blithe account of the set-up reveals what was really going on. What at first began as two fellows with symbiotic needs—Holmes in possession of 221B Baker Street if only he could find someone to go halves, and Watson in want of affordable digs—almost immediately became something more. Holmes was a piece in bloom on that day, smiling and shaking hands, and the rest is history.

Watson met Holmes on a peak; I wonder endlessly if they had met in one of Holmes’s valleys, would they have ever become what they are to each other? By all accounts, it is easy to like Sherlock Holmes when he is right, and energetic, and held by some fascination. On the day he met Watson, Holmes had just achieved the invention of a blood-detection test, and anyone might have loved him then, seeing him filled with childish glee, and drawing on others to celebrate with him. Despite Stamford’s warnings, and even some cautions from Holmes himself about how erratic he could be, Watson threw in with him immediately. How was Watson to believe a man so electrified saying he can “get in the dumps at times,” not speaking for days, not eating? It’s like seeing sunshine while someone forecasts rain. Who would you believe: a stranger or your own lying eyes?

At first Holmes’s habits appeared agreeable and regular—early to bed and early to rise, Watson watched him come and go. Sometimes to the laboratory, sometimes the dissecting room, sometimes on “long walks which appeared to take him into the lowest parts of the City.” Darling Watson…it never occurred to him that Holmes might have had friends in low places, or that he might be a patron of flesh in the seediest corners of London. He was even optimistic about whatever psychosis put Holmes into fits of incapacity, which did of course reveal themselves as time went on.

Watson’s account skims over the listless periods Holmes would cycle through as if they were merely an eccentricity. The discretion was a favor to Holmes, since the whole point of writing down his exploits was to make him look intelligent, not mad. In reality, Watson was a touch disturbed to see a grown man slip in and out of catatonic stupors as though it were nothing, just an oddity of the body, like a joint that aches before a storm. He even wondered if Holmes was an addict of some sort, but perish the thought! Holmes was too clean and too precise and Watson was enamored of him already. He was also, in the end, wrong.

Watson could not contain his fascination for Holmes. As a medical man, and as a captive of his own bad health after the war, it was both a duty and a pleasure to study Holmes so minutely. It is interesting to see how his burgeoning love for Holmes disguised itself in a hundred different ways, cloaked as friendship, as tutelage, as gratitude. What Stamford was so suspicious of? It flourished immediately.

What else but love could brush off evidence of severe psychological imbalance like so much dust? What else but love tolerates the smug ignorance of someone who tells you he knows nothing of literature, politics, or the earth’s place among the stars because it does not make “a pennyworth of difference” to him? What else but love would allow one to live with Sherlock Holmes?

The day Watson finally discovered Holmes’s unique vocation, he was confronted as well with that enormous ego which dwells within the geometric frame of that man. Holmes declared himself unique in all the world, superior even to those detectives who might rival him in fiction, Dupin and Lecoq, meaning of course that he found the idea of someone who could rival him to be literally unimaginable. Holmes was an insufferable person, even and especially at his best, but Watson was already sunk. He was annoyed, but impressed, and it started to bind them together.

In the midst of a rant on how much better he was than his era might ever permit, Holmes revealed his true motivation, which he would deny in later years: “I know well that I have it in me to make my name famous.” Being the best was meaningless if the world did not know it as well. But as it turned out, Watson had what it would take to make him famous. They found in each other a perfect symbiosis; in Holmes there was a bottomless mystery to unravel and appreciate, and in Watson there was an ever-dazzled disciple recording each miracle with the proper amount of awe.

In those early days, it was a struggle for Holmes to feel superior. He was superior of course, most especially to the police detectives who came to him for help during A Study In Scarlet, Gregson and Lestrade. He could make all the slicing comments he wanted about the officers being a pair of jealous beauties, but it hurt to know that they were fighting each other for his glory, not their own, and that inevitably one of them would win it. It’s a problem of motivation with Sherlock Holmes, a problem of getting him to fire up that frightening machine he’s built out of his mind. Watson gave him motivation because Watson gave him his due credit, at long last. He would not even have left Baker Street to investigate this scarlet murder if Watson hadn’t wanted to see his talents in action.

And to give Holmes further credit (though it pains me), he did recognize and value in Watson all this worship which I have just described. Like a woman who knows in an instant she has found her husband, the man who will treat her like a queen all the days of her life, Holmes started courting Watson. Using the same coy tricks that my friends use, Holmes fished for compliments, lured Watson into saying what he wanted to hear:

“I’m not going to tell you much more of the case, Doctor. You know a conjurer gets no credit once he has explained his trick; and if I show you too much of my method of working, you will come to the conclusion that I am a very ordinary individual after all.”

And Watson told him, “I shall never do that; you have brought detection as near an exact science as it ever will be brought in this world.”

Holmes blushed, and Watson noted that he was as susceptible to flattery over his skills “as any girl could be over her beauty.” What more must I really say? Watson had promised to always consider Holmes extraordinary (a promise he has kept, incidentally). How can it be that this is not obvious to everyone?

And yet they seemed a lop-sided pair to most, with Holmes so sterling and grand and Watson only following him everywhere. But there are weaknesses in Sherlock Holmes, profound weaknesses. He took quite a bit more from Watson than he was ever able to return. It’s why they no longer live with one another. It’s why Watson is my name as well.

Holmes’s little fun in titling this first case with Watson A Study In Scarlet hinted at those deficiencies oh so delicately. Watson never could bring himself to write the painful truths about his friend in any of his many accounts of their cases together, but he is not a liar, and the truth is there to be uncovered: “There’s a scarlet thread of murder running through the colourless skein of life,” Holmes said. What a thing to say, and what a thing to believe at only twenty-seven years old! Imagine that all of life for Sherlock Holmes is as dull as dish water, and the only fascination for him, the only captivating aspect, is murder and crime. That was his true sentiment, and as far as I know, he holds it to this day. He is worthy of pity, but too arrogant to accept it. Poor Watson got pushed and pulled for years.

A young man when Watson met him, Holmes was still sometimes unsure of himself. Deathly afraid, not that he was insufficient, but that others might be better than he granted them credit for, that he might have equals. And yet with all the care he put into besting and embarrassing the official representatives of Scotland Yard, it was not their praise he was seeking. Nor, though it may have sounded otherwise, did his desire for fame rest on the idea of being well-known among the citizenry. Holmes had little respect for the police, and even less for the dupes and victims he assisted, though he recognized their innocence as one would that of a child or an animal. His ideal audience needed to deeply appreciate the complexity of every knot he unraveled, and who else could be more suited than those who tie the knots in the first place?

Detectives Gregson and Lestrade were too jealous to really admire him, and Watson was too easily impressed by the simplest of feats to fully grasp his grander accomplishments—it’s showing a masterpiece of painting to someone who prefers caricatures, it’s handing a symphony to the rhyming crowd. But Holmes’s capture in this case, Mr. Jefferson Hope? His praise that Holmes should be chief of police, that his pursuit was thorough enough to rattle a man as solid and rough as himself, that was the sort of recognition Holmes wanted. He believes that competition is the only way for two people to be in perfect understanding—honesty in adversary.

Though not renowned for his artistic sensibilities or knowledge of literature, Sherlock Holmes has a natural intuition about the nature of art and life. Oscar Wilde is attributed with saying, “What is true in a man’s life is not what does, but the legend which grows up around him.” So too knew Holmes when he told Watson at the end of their first case, “What you do in this world is a matter of no consequence. The question is, what can you make people believe that you have done?” Obviously someone needed to tell his story, and with such pride as he had, Holmes would not do it himself. After days of pouting and sighing, he finally got Watson to volunteer to write the account as if it were his own sudden idea. My Watson still thinks he decided to scribe for Holmes all on his initiative, that the idea came to him organically. And yet, as there isn’t an ounce of guile in his whole body, he faithfully recorded all the proof to the contrary in his own report. He’s such an honest darling.
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IT IS A curious thing to flirt with someone who lives where you live. It was October in the year 1881, just a few months after Holmes and Watson first started living together, and the atmosphere was more than a little peculiar. They were stuck inside all day with each other owing to the whipping weather outside, and the tension was stacking. At last something broke: a test tube Sherlock Holmes had been experimenting with burst (supposedly by accident) while he was working, and he gave up his project in defeat.

“A day’s work ruined, Watson,” he said, striding across to the window. How he must have stood there, watching the ghost of his face in the glass, trying to get his tone perfectly right. Did he shake his head just the tiniest bit, knowing that Watson would never hear what he could hear in people’s voices, and that he was being overly careful for nothing? “Ha!” Holmes let out enthusiastically, as if it had only just realized. “The stars are out and the wind has fallen. What do you say to a ramble through London?” Just a sudden impulse! Or so he desired Watson to believe. People find spontaneity to be so charming, and Holmes knew he could fake it, if he just planned it carefully enough.

Holmes was on his best behavior in those early days, and a starlit walk through that magnificent city? I might have gone for him myself, though knowing what I do now as Watson’s wife, I’m glad I never met Sherlock Holmes when I was young and foolish, as my dear husband did.

Watson said in the story that he and Holmes just wandered, arm in arm, for three hours. Now, it was not unheard of for homosexual men of that time to try stamping out their desires, to go walking together until their longing for one another was exhausted through physical activity. It is a curiosity to note that in the beginning of Stevenson’s Doctor Jekyll and Mister Hyde, Mr. Utterson and his distant kinsman Mr. Enfield do the very same thing; walking, roaming together, doing anything they can to disperse that inexpressible desire in a world that does not understand. It was apparently not an uncommon practice.

That isn’t what Holmes was up to, however. The world didn’t understand him anyway, and he defied it at every turn.

Holmes and Watson did not just go for a lengthy stroll that night. The chilly air outside was invigorating, and Holmes shimmered to life beside Watson; his cheeks flushed and his eyes glittering, and Watson could feel that same buzzing energy that comes off of Holmes when he is hot on a case. It rained down on him like sparks from a fireworks display.

He and Holmes kept catching eyes under the street lamps, smiling and shy. They walked quite a ways around the city, building something subtle together as they went, like a charge will build in the air before lightening strikes. For Holmes and Watson, lightning struck on their way back towards Baker Street, when they passed a short and empty alley. Sherlock Holmes slowed down. He grasped Watson by the shoulder, looked around the street, and pulled him into the space between the buildings.

“Holmes?” Watson asked softly as his back was pressed against the wall of a pawn broker’s shop. Surely there wasn’t a case back here, so what was going on?

Holmes touched Watson’s face in response, standing close in the almost perfect darkness so that Watson could only tell his eyes by the faint glint from the stars. Watson started to get an inkling of what was happening. He could almost not dare to believe it; his breath came quick and thrilling, he put his hands up to grasp Holmes’s shoulders, pulling and pressing him at the same time. There was an extended moment of seizure, of clutch, and then Holmes kissed him, their chilly lips igniting on contact.

Watson lost his hat in the frenzy, but did not notice it tumbling down his side as Holmes roughed him against the brick wall. Holmes’s steel-bending grip on Watson’s clothes was nearly violent in its insistence, but his kiss was soft, full, and affectionate.

They had to break for air, and the moment calmed. Foreheads pressed together, breath intermingling, they recovered themselves. Holmes’s fingers slipped under Watson’s collar, sending chills down his spine. Holmes was smiling at him (this Watson could tell by the gleaming of his teeth), and Watson started to laugh with him, holding the both of them up against the wall as they disintegrated in quiet laughter.

Holmes finally thought to look around and picked up Watson’s hat, replacing it on his head. Arm-in-arm they left the alley and completed their walk back to Baker Street. They knew what they were returning to, and they were hurrying, but on arrival they saw a brougham outside the door.

“Hum!” exclaimed Sherlock Holmes, for once disappointed to see that he had a case on hand. Agreeing in a brief, communicative glance that they would have to deal with this late-night client before gaining any more privacy for themselves, Watson followed Holmes into what he called their “sanctum.”

The client was a fellow medical man with a peculiar client/patron who was being menaced by what appeared to be Russians, though they were not. Not Russians, and not even sick; they were in fact faking everything to revenge themselves against a paranoid old man. Holmes could see it all from the outset, knew he was being lied to, and dusted his hands of the whole matter, despite the fact that the man’s life was clearly at risk. Half of it was his annoyance at having his time wasted, and half of it was his annoyance at having his time with Watson wasted.

“Sorry to bring you out on such a fool’s errand, Watson.” Sorry for the both of them he was, but they were headed home at last, and there’s a tricky little turn in the story that lets you know what ultimately happened.

My Watson writes, “At half past seven next morning, in the first dim glimmer of daylight, I found Holmes standing by my bedside in his dressing-gown.” Imagine finding Holmes there! Not very strange when you understand that he spent the previous night in Watson’s room and henceforward always felt comfortable bursting in whenever he felt like it.

I don’t have a whole lot of details for what went on in the dark; I must confess I didn’t really delve when Watson told me this part of the story. I love him, I trust him, I know him to be excruciatingly faithful, and I don’t find myself to be jealous, but there are still some things I’d rather not know. Precisely the way Sherlock Holmes makes love is one of those things. May every man who knows the particulars of it take his secrets to the grave.

What I do know is that Holmes showed a curious lack of forethought in seducing Watson, almost as though he were a stranger to himself and his own inhuman patterns. Watson was inexperienced, but Holmes had been through a series of men (and preferred them that way, one right after another) which only began with his university friend Victor Trevor. From what Watson gleaned over the years (and from what I have in turn gleaned from Watson), it appears that Sherlock Holmes has a habit of swapping between high and low company.

There was a dry spell after Trevor and until Holmes had finished at university. Then he spent most of his time skulking around laboratories before meeting an advanced surgery student he got on with uproariously for a few weeks—a surgeon in training who was by all reports just as weird as Holmes himself. They used to stay up late in the dissecting room spilling gin into the runnels of the autopsy tables, doing things with one another that could get the both of them expelled, thrown into jail, and condemned to hell.

After that man took a job outside of the city, Holmes didn’t waste any time missing him. He next took up with a young ship’s hand he met while collecting algae samples from the local harbors. He slipped and scraped his arm badly on some barnacles, and this uncouth fellow stepped up to help him and to tease him for what looked like quite a foolish pursuit. That connection lasted until the man shipped out again.

For most of his twenties it was a string of men, none of them long-lasting, but always a rather even mix of professional men and rough trade. He didn’t much care for anyone who didn’t somehow work for a living, but what they did was of little consequence to Holmes, so long as it was honest. With respect to age, he was likewise seemingly indifferent, though most who are older than Holmes resent his advanced knowledge.

What I mean to explain is that Holmes could be capricious about his partners, and it seems perfectly unwise for him to have pursued Watson, knowing that he could not be thrown over like all the others because they now shared an address.

So it was not only Watson who was caught up in something he had never experienced before; Sherlock Holmes too was out of his depth. There was something about Watson that was singularly and subtly irresistible. Living so close, they were both able to appreciate each other in a way that was wholly unique. Holmes gave in to temptation, and started something that he had no control over.
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THEY WERE SWEETHEARTS for a while. Clear into August of 1882 they were still courting in a way, still tiptoeing to hide their own bad habits, still tolerant of one another’s. Holmes especially still had unplumbed depths; black secrets, dangerous habits, and a disturbing resemblance to the now-infamous Professor Moriarty that would not reveal itself to Watson for years.

When you know the whole story, there is an interesting shadow at the introduction of The Adventure of the Cardboard Box (which will be largely passed over for my purposes), in Watson’s line describing Holmes like a spider at the center of London’s criminal web: “He loved to lie in the very centre of five millions of people, with his filaments stretching out and running through them, responsive to every little rumour or suspicion of unsolved crime.” How like the description that Holmes will later give of the Professor: “He sits motionless, like a spider in the centre of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he knows well every quiver of each of them.”

The problem with someone as smart as Holmes is that he will always be underutilized if he is put to an average man’s work. Holmes recognized this himself and invented his own trade, but in all due fairness: so did Moriarty. It is hard to function so extraordinarily and function within the law, because the laws were made for ordinary people. Though Holmes made his choice early on to obey society’s rules, and to help prop them up, even he cannot abide them all the time. They hinder his full reach, and Holmes has batted a few laws to the side himself in his pursuit of the greater good. Moriarty was a Nietzschean man as well, above the law just like Holmes, though not necessarily immune to it.

But this case was a long time before those dark days of Moriarty, and Holmes was being a bit of a darling, curled up on the couch in the summer heat, reading Watson’s thoughts on his face. It was a careful way of letting Watson know that he was being studied just as thoroughly, that Watson was not the only one taking notes. Watson was amazed: “Do you mean to say that you read my stream of thoughts from my features?”

Holmes smiled at him and said, “Your features, and especially your eyes.” That sort of acute attention from Holmes was valuable because it was so rare; most days you had to murder someone just to get him to look up.

I should say here again that I don’t know everything, and I’m not sure at all about what more happened during the honeymoon year of 1882. I think Watson has kept his most tender memories to himself; most of what he’s told me were of the hard times, the years when Holmes became erratic, the periods Watson had to leave him in the interest of taking care of himself. But I do know that after 1882 they were a solid unit, true domestic partners. They went about together as a matter of course.

They were certainly on rather easy personal terms in 1883 during The Adventure of the Speckled Band; you can see it plainly enough in Watson’s report of the case. It begins with Holmes bursting into his room to knock him up early, which indicates a level of comfort and access that Watson didn’t think to hide from the public. And then if you watch closely, the way Watson tells it, Holmes lingers in the room while Watson dresses, and they go down together to greet the distressed Helen Stoner. Holmes introduces Watson as “my intimate friend and associate” in his smirking, insufferable way. She was in no state to appreciate his loaded hint, but I am. He thought he was so inscrutable.

Holmes was in a cheerful mood that morning with such a subtle case to explore, and it only got better and better. When Miss Stoner’s unhinged father-in-law showed up in Baker Street to bluster about and bend the fire poker, Holmes knew he was up against a worthy opponent, an intelligent man with a nasty streak of murderous creativity. It only hurt that Dr. Grimesby Roylott accused him of being affiliated with Scotland Yard—a matter of pride, in other words. He considered himself far superior to the mere police, and they wouldn’t like to be put in league with him either. This is one of the most distasteful cases revealed to the public, but still Holmes could hardly curtail his admiration for a truly skilled adversary.

Being in such a fine mood, he insisted that Watson come with him out to the country (he told Watson to pack nothing but an Eley’s No. 2 revolver and a toothbrush, if you can believe it), and they spent a lovely though undocumented time at the Crown Inn before the tense conclusion of this sinister case. Holmes, of course knowing full well what sort of danger he would be putting them in, did something very sweet. He said to his partner, “Do you know, Watson, I have really some scruples as to taking you to-night. There is a distinct element of danger.” One thing I cannot say against Holmes is that he was ever careless with Watson’s life; he did have some scruples, as he said, and he may even have a few of them left since the war. I won’t lie—we all have fewer scruples nowadays.

Anyhow; I was not privy to whatever “cheerful” activities Holmes and Watson might have gotten up to before sneaking into the house of Dr. Roylott and Miss Stoner to reveal the speckled band. Watson is predictably shy when talking about the physical act of love, but I’m not newly born or simple, and I can imagine how these men would have chosen to make the time pass pleasantly. Holmes was especially…enthusiastic when there was a chance he might be killed.

It was good to do something that might alleviate the tension, for they spent that night sitting stiff and fearful in Dr. Roylott’s house, waiting for a deadly serpent to be unleashed on them, though Watson was in a deeper dark than Holmes, and had no idea what he might have to confront. Holmes liked to play his hand close to the vest, even closer than he kept Watson, but Holmes did not lack for bravery; he always stepped in to face every danger which threatened them. He could protect Watson from anyone, excepting himself.

Those early years, between when they met and about 1887, Watson refers to as their honeymoon years. They were before Holmes started to really self-medicate his depressions with drugs, before he became so famously good at catching criminals that he became a target, before the morality of the time shifted so forcefully against men like them. This was one of the happiest periods of Watson’s life, right up there with the halcyon memories of his childhood, and of course the honeymoon periods he had with each of his wives. Those were the days when Sherlock Holmes was perfect to him.

By the time we get to the next case he has publically chronicled, five years will have gone by and this happy time will be over. I can find almost no record of events or cases that might have occurred, and Watson is reluctant to speak on this subject. He likes to play it off like he is too old to remember, that his brain is full of holes, and this is one of them. His mind, of course, is as firm as it ever was. As I have said already, Watson keeps his fondest memories to himself.
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THE ATMOSPHERE WAS frosty in February of 1887. When a robbed financier named Mr. Holder came hurrying up Baker Street, he rushed into a tense household. Watson had an intuition that something was wrong—he could feel it like a winter draft on the nape of his neck—but he didn’t know precisely what was causing it. Holmes was lazy on this day: caseless, purposeless, but not incapacitated as usual. It was almost as if something were mitigating his natural disposition. It was almost as if he were drugged.

They set out on the case together as a matter of habit, but the ride out to Mr. Holder’s home was unnaturally silent. Holmes did not blather on about music as was his usual wont during an up-swing, and Watson did not bother him for his initial impressions of the mystery at hand. According to what Watson told me of it years later, even Holder, in his agitated state, noticed the chill in the cab. Watson saw the man’s mouth guppy a few times, as if he wanted to utter something to break the ice, but he didn’t dare. The silence was miles above his head.

The situation only degenerated from there. Holmes did his whole routine at the scene of the theft, sniffing around the house, questioning the principle players. During the return trip they were alone, and Watson started to probe the situation. As he explained discreetly to the public: “Several times during our homeward journey I endeavored to sound him upon the point, but he always glided away to some other topic, until at last I gave it over in despair.” For as much as having the attention of Holmes is the sun and it is celestial and it is electrifying, having him ignore you is equally devastating. Suddenly it is night, and the stars have gone out, and the world is ending. Or so Watson has told me.

Holmes could read Watson like a child’s book; he knew of Watson’s suspicions, that Watson was monitoring him like a nanny, but it wasn’t his concern if Watson was left in the dark! Had he learned any of Holmes’s methods in the nearly six years they’d shared a roof, he would have known full well what Holmes was up to, what he was hiding. If he couldn’t figure it out himself, Holmes wasn’t about to tell him and receive a lot of criticism. I believe that Sherlock Holmes was ashamed, as much as he has the capacity for it. He was hiding his new habit from the beginning because he knew Watson would never approve.

Arriving home from Mr. Holder’s upset household, Holmes disappeared into his room and reemerged in full costume as a common loafer (not a real stretch for him to pull off, if you ask me—what is Holmes most days if not an uncommon loafer?). But if Watson was going to watch him critically rather than with the hero-worship that Holmes had come to feed off of, then Watson would not be invited further on the case. Holmes could not stand that sideways look of suspicion; he got it enough from the police in his professional life, he didn’t need it in his personal life as well.

“I only wish that you could come with me, Watson,” he said insincerely, tweaking his collar in the glass over the mantle. “But I fear that it won’t do.” It was a clear message, and Watson let Holmes leave without a word. There is no real stopping him, after all, and Holmes was back soon enough, just to twist the knife.

“I only looked in as I passed,” he said. “I am going right on.”

Watson made polite chit-chat with him, noticed that his true twinkling fire was kindled with the pursuit of the case, and Watson made up his mind that something was influencing Holmes unnaturally. The difference was too distinct. When Holmes left once again, this time without saying any goodbye other than the slamming of a door, Watson resolved to do some detecting of his own. And he found something.

It’s just below the surface of Watson’s narrative, but there’s an unevenness that I can explain. Watson said, “I waited until midnight, but there was no sign of his return, so I retired to my room. It was no uncommon thing for him to be away for days and
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