II. MR. JAMES HUGHES

After my interview at 221 Bakers Street, Holmes and I headed out to Hosmer’s flat. As we did, closing the front door, Wiggins passed by and threw Holmes’ newspaper at him. Holmes ducked as the newspaper hit the door.


“Sucks to you, Wiggins!” Holmes called out. It was the second time that happened today.


I scratched my head with thought. “Isn’t that the second time he—”

“He enjoys throwing this certain kind of projectile at me, that’s what,” as he tossing the newspaper pleasantly into his flat and closing the door. “Anyway, he’s given me a free subscription of newspapers, which proves to be very helpful.”  

Hosmer’s flat proved to be a small, old apartment complex, compared to 221 Baker’s Street. After having permission to visit the library the next day, I instead, ascended up the stairs, wondering why such a rich man life my fiancée would live in such a common flat. Perhaps it shows that Hosmer wanted to conceal his wealth and blend into the everyday life at London.


Stamford waited at the front of the building. He gave a warm greeting and followed us up the stairs with a new riddle and rhyme of the morning. 


“As I was going to Saint Ives, I met a man with seven wives—”


“One.” Holmes interrupted.


Stamford moaned.

The flat inside maintained it’s normal state: unbroken, unmoved and all in order. However, there was the word ‘rache’ on the wall, and by looking at that, I narrowed my eyes in anger and clenched my fists in silent hate. Whoever had done this was going to pay seriously… 

The Scotland Yard detectives Stanford, Gregson, and Lestrade (a few years younger that Gregson, slim and ferret-like) stood in the center of the living room, attitude narrowed  and ready to strike a criticism on Holmes. Something usual from people who are quite older than the ones they scrutinize . 


“Well Mr. Sheridan Holmes! What a surprise to see you!” Gregson reacted. “So the great drought of clients has finally ended.”


Holmes rolled his eyes. But Gregson continued sternly.


“But to tell you, you’re always ready to use all the information at your disposal and then try to finish the case yourself and bring discredit upon the police.”


“Actually Gregson,” Holmes said in a polite manner, “in my first and last fifty three cases, my name has appeared four times in the newspapers and the police had credit in forty three. Besides, about thirty percent of those cases I was requested by the police to help solve, mostly by you.”


Gregson had nothing more to say.   

Stamford on the other hand, stood close by me, a perfect companion at such tense times. He was the first to discover Hosmer’s room. Yet Holmes was a different person compared to yesterday. He was dressed formally and casually in a brown suit, overcoat and a tan baseball cap in his hand.


We entered the neat, clean flat, both of them wearing gloves. I was instructed not to touch anything.


“I don’t see any sign of struggle,” Holmes said. “Are you sure that’s Mr. Angel’s blood.”    


“I’m sure it is.”


Holmes paused once more. “Well that confuses me. If Mr. Angel is alive, there could be some struggle. Otherwise, He’s dead, and I don’t see any point why someone should hide a body in a crime such as this.”


“Maybe,” I said, “Maybe he was unconscious. A drug…”


“His door was locked at the time. Although the window over there is open, to carry a body down the fire escape is impossible, notably if the fire escape here is a ladder. And a suicide can’t fit into this picture either. His body would have been found at this spot. Yes, he could cut himself, write these words, become interrupted and flee out the window, however, there is no trace of blood on the windowsill, on the fire escape, or the ground below, according to Lestrade and Gregson” 

Gregson and Lestrade rolled their eyes. With that, Holmes began to move about in the room… 

“What did you say about the stairs?” I leaned towards Stamford in a whisper and watching Holmes. “About going to Saint Ives?”


Holmes pulled a magnifying glass…

“It’s a riddle. ‘As I was going to Saint Ives…”

…pausing…

“…I met a man with seven wives…”

 …thinking…

“…Each wife had seven sacks…”

…staring at the dried bloody letters painted on the wall… 

“…Each sack had seven cats…”

…disappearing into the rooms…

“Each cat had seven kits.”

…and reappearing…

“Kits, cats sacks and wives, how many where going to Saint Ives?”

…and inspecting the walls. Once he did, his gray eyes glittered, a realization and headed for the writing on the wall. Bored, the two Scotland Yard officials started to whisper back and forth as they watched.

I leaned towards Stamford. “Wouldn’t it be two-thousand, four-hundred two?”

“Huh?”

“Two thousand, four hundred two? Seven to the fourth power. That’s two thousand, four hundred one plus the man, and that’s—”  

Stamford peered at me. “You didn’t use a calculator, did you?”

“I did it in my head.”

 
“You and your math,” He rolled his eyes. “You impress me.”


“I got the answer right?”

“No. Your answer is wrong.”

“Stamford, I checked—”

“The answer is one.”

“What!”

“Listen to the first sentence of the riddle. ‘As I was going to Saint Ives, I met a man with seven wives.”

Like Stamford, I groaned.

Holmes pulled his keys and picked a miniature tape measurer. He unraveled the tape, pulling it from the floor, to the height where the red words were painted. After what seemed minutes of studying the words, Holmes spoke up.


“I can only conclude that this is no murder or suicide. I believe your fiancé is alive. He was forced down the ladder at gunpoint by a person at least five feet, seven inches tall. Unfortunately, I am not very sure Hosmer was forced down the ladder at all. ”


“How did you come up with the fact that the suspect is that tall?”


“People usually write words on the wall at eye level. Continuing my conclusion, after wounding your fiancé, the criminal visited the flat a second time to paint these words.”


“My name,” I muttered.


“Exactly!” Gregson spoke up. “The perpetrator wrote these words and was interrupted.”   


“By who?” Lestrade challenged. “I interviewed every single resident of this building and none of them knew he was there at the time. So therefore, none of them would interrupt—”


“Of course not! They would lie to cover it up.”


“Why would they? How can they just interrupt themselves?”



Holmes rolled his eyes. As the two continued on, it seemed the detectives were criticizing each other instead of Holmes. He muttered to me, amused. “These two are rivals. Sure, they do come to criticize much of my methods, but it’s worth the annoyance to see them argue.”


“No! I tell you! This criminal was interrupted while—” 


  
“The both of you, please,” Holmes spoke kindly. “Must you really argue?”


The two detectives looked at themselves, like fools. “Er, apologies Ms. Hughes.”


I nodded, forgiving them. Holmes, on the other hand, casually paced his way to the door. “Well then, I guess that’s enough arguing for today. Oh by the way,” he walked out of the apartment. “Just to let you know, don’t bother thinking that Rachel is the main focus on the wall. You see, ‘Rache’ is German for ‘revenge’.”

Holmes disappeared as Gregson and Lestrade looked at him, quite surprised. 

***

It was hard to believe Holmes’ conclusions was right. But they were. But why Rache? It was probably an unjustly act in the past Hosmer had committed. After all, with none of his family members or long time friends around, there was no clue what Kind of life Hosmer lived before.

 As I arrived back to my work, until my father came back from Brixton. When he received the mail, he handed me an envelope. No address, stamp, nothing but my name. It was funny to find that he didn’t open the letter. Simply, he handed it to me.


After reading it, I raced down to 221 Bakers Street, abandoning my father at the spot, not even bothering to put on my coat, mittens, or scarf, and burst into Holmes’ flat. Holmes or I wasn’t aware of it, but he failed to lock his doors. The next thing, I was witnessing a outrageous argument. Holmes was yelling at the top of his lungs in French at the telephone. By the time he hung up, he saw me waiting at the door. He stepped back, embarrassed, and quickly mentioned that he had some financial problems with his telephone bill.


“Sooner or later, The phone companies will need some Greek interpreters,” he chuckled, trying to rouse my humor. But with the strong urgency in me, it failed to happen.


“So, Ms. Hughes, what brings you here?” he asked.


“I received this a few minutes ago,” I said to him, handing the letter to him. “He is alive.” 


He read the letter, then looked at me, his attitude changed into a seriousness. “How do you know it’s him? It’s a letter of assurance. How can it be alright when there’s blood on his wall?”


“It’s his writing. I know it.”

“Then where and when did you get this?”


“My father said it was dropped off.”


“Who opened it?”


“I did.”


“And did he read it?”


“No. He doesn’t know a thing of it.”


“So you’re saying, you’ve kept this case a secret from him.”


“Yes.”

 
Holmes paused for a moment. After seconds of pondering, he walked to his desk and flipped through a telephone directory. 


“What are you doing?” I asked.


“Hughs gift shop…Hughes gift shop…too many gift shops…Ah! Here! Hughes house cleaning and repair services.”


I stepped forward, hoping it wouldn’t be. “Are you calling my father?”


“Yes I am,” he said, lifting the receiver off the phone. “He has a right to know.”


I stood there, surprised. “My father disagrees with this case. If he has any knowledge of this…you have no fee.”


“I’d rather have no pay than an angry client,” he replied coolly.


“I am angry.”


“Ms. Hughes, with great respect, I can’t afford to have any complaints made out against me. I have too many problems.”


“Well my problem is a great one. My fiancé is missing!”


“So are my checks and my bills. I sent them out the past half year, and every company denies that they have received it. I’m coping with excess fees already—my home is in danger of being sold.”


“Then don’t tell my father!”  

  
He didn’t want to argue. He simply ignored. He took the phone with him to the next room and locked the door. beyond the door, I could hear the discussion clearly while I stood there, helpless, incredulous.


“Hallo? Mr. Hughes…how are you today? Is that so? Well I have news for you…yes, she’s with me…what? Yes, that would be fine…my address is 221B Bakers Street, you know where that’s located, right? Oh really? Good. You just saved me from telling you the directions…Actually, I’d rather have you come to my flat…Well, it’s best to discuss things and clear any misunderstandings that way, is that—Hallo?”
 


I became too upset, I bent down under Holmes’ desk and yanked the phone cord off its jack.


“Hallo?” he repeated.  The door opened and Holmes stood there, calmly. His eyes looked upset though as he leaned on his doorway with a frown. “Ms. Hughes, why must you take it so hard on yourself?”


“It’s not for me. It’s for my fiancé.” I solidly spoke. “And even if you try to lift my feelings, it won't work. I don’t need your empathy. I need your help.”


Holmes looked at me for quite a while as I stood rigid in upset. “Ms. Hughes, I admire your faith and determination, but some tragedies must be left alone. It’s probably too late already.”


“Well what kind of detective are you?” I declared. “Who do you really think you are? I hire you and you leave me with no result?”


“I was kind to give you some of my time. Can’t you be thankful enough?”

  
I froze, without even knowing why. In seconds, I realized, out of all my life, when did I ever become thankful, even if this life was thankless? Or perhaps I was so impatient, so rude to him after a kind act of lending some time for no fee at all.


“It’s no use thanking until you give me a result Mr. Holmes,” I slowly ended.


Holmes frowned, a tad worriedly, and the rest of his expression lost in thought, thinking. We stood parallel to each other, not seeming to attempt another strong contradiction, as I waited for him to reply.  


“The ring,” Holmes finally noted. “Can I see it?”


I slipped off my engagement ring and handed it to him. Although expensive, it’s meaning was worth more than it’s worth. 


“It’s a very nice ring.”


“Mr. Holmes, it means nothing unless Hosmer was here. He’s wealthy alright, but he had such a painstakingly bad time trying to search for the perfect ring. Even I’m somewhat surprised that he knows my taste.”


Mr. Holmes headed for his window  and glanced outside before approaching the door. “If I did get him back, will you do as I say at this moment?”

  
“Anything.”


“Then hide in the closet. Don’t let him know you’re here.”


“What?”


 He exited out of his flat, and I could hear his footsteps jog down the stairs to  greet my father. With no choice, I hid in the closet and heard the door open.


“Mr. Holmes,” my father said. “I apologize for every inconvenience my daughter has towards you.”


“No harm done. Just saved me from boredom, that’s all.”


“Then where is my daughter?”


“I instructed her to leave. I’m sorry I haven’t informed you, but my telephone—”


“I understand Mr. Holmes. But why have me come here?”


“I’d like to hear you discuss about your daughter and this little matter that’s ended in such a tragedy. Mr. Hosmer maybe dead, but I see in your daughter that he’s alive.”  


“Well, that’s true. You probably know, it was quite against my wishes that she came, but she’s very excitable, impulsive girl as you noticed. Besides, there’s no more to worry. Hosmer’s already written that he is alright, and I find it’s a waste of effort, for how can you find Hosmer Angel when he is away?”


“Actually,” Holmes said quietly, “I have every reason to believe that I know where Mr. Hosmer Angel is.” 



“Really? I’d like to hear it.”


“The letter says so.”


“It didn’t mention where he’s at.”


“Doesn’t matter. You wrote the letter you handed to your step-daughter.”


There was a unsettled break in the conversation before my father had replied slowly. 

 “You’re mad.”


However, Holmes shook his head. “No, I believe you are. Trust me. A crooked man with a twisted lip doesn’t mean he can make a lie, can he?”  

“Well how do you know that? That I wrote that letter?”


“Your daughter quoted that she never showed you the letter.”


“I saw the letter before I gave it to her.”


“But the envelope wasn’t opened until you handed it to her.”


“Mr. Holmes,” my father said calmly, “What makes you say that?”


“Well, you’ve never met Hosmer Angel. What kind of parent, so suspicious of having his daughter fall in love, let her be engaged to a husband he has never met?”


“I don’t get your point.”


“Well, to make things more interesting to a senseless father, I’ve met him already.”


“Really! How?” I heard my father’s voice raise into a tense, excited tone.  

  
“To tell you the truth, you are standing in the presence of one of the most absolute fools in Europe. And it’s not me. It’s quite simple Mr. Hughes. Very simple.” Holmes calmly said. No matter how tense the situation is, I could never imagine how Holmes could be so calm. As Holmes went on, my fists were clenched.


“Between ourselves,” Holmes began, “It was nothing but a cruel, heartless trick. The man married a woman, only for her money, an enjoyed the use of money. When the wife died, it was up to the daughter to take her place, especially in a business. The daughter was a good, amiable, ambitious and energetic that the step-father had no problem having her in the business. Yet, sooner or later, she would not remain long, caught in the spirit of ambition. Marriage, would mean, a loss of a thousand a year, so what does he do to prevent it? He takes the obvious course of keeping her at home, and forbidding her to seek the company of people at her own age. But that can’t last forever. She resists, going her own ways, disobeying to believe what she has the right to do. Now what does her father do? He decides to disguise himself…”


“No…”


“…covering his eyes with a different colored contact lenses, masked his face with a goatee, and sunk that clear voice into an insinuating whisper…”


“…No…” 


“Met her, wooed her, and—” 


“…NO!”

My father blushed with incredulity and anger. He lunged at Holmes and they both landed over the sofa.


I burst out of my hiding place “Father, Stop it! NOW!”


My father let go of Holmes’ throat. 


“Rachel!”


There was a strange moment of silence between all three of us. Father and I were staring at each other, no words were needed to explain what we needed to say.


“Your daughter has the right to know something else,” Holmes spoke quietly. “She described how you refused to go to a Christmas party due to a late night service to an unknown customer, which took unusually long, up to three in the morning. Because of that, she had to postpone her invitation since Hosmer had busy plans that night, and there was no one to take her.”


“What’s your point Mr. Holmes”


“At the same time, a jewelry store robbery took over at that time. One item stolen from that place.”


My father turned to Holmes, glaring at him.


“I don’t know what your talking about.”


Holmes’ replied by showing my engagement ring. My father, uncomfortable with the situation, immediately grabbed a poker from the fireplace. “You stay away from my daughter or else,” he growled,  bending it into a U, and throwing it onto the floor. Then, he grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me to the door. 

“Let’s go Rachel.”


“I’m not going,” I declared.


“I said let’s go!”


“I’m not!” I pulled my hand out of his grip. My father was about to slap me in the face if it wasn’t for Holmes, who jumped in front with lightning speed to block it. My father, being the stronger one once again, grabbed Holmes by the throat a rammed him into wall.


“Father!” I yelled. “Stop it! Stop it right now!”


“Dammit Rachel! I don’t have time—”


For the first and last time in my life, I’ve never attempted such a thing. With my clenched fist, I made a hard uppercut to my father’s chin. My father collapsed to the floor. Everything came to a placid state once again.


Holmes gasped for breath, and I stood there, silently, looking down on my unconscious Step-father. I didn’t noticed him, but Holmes, breathless, hopped to my side while he picked up the poker and bent it back into a strait, thin bar once more. He tossed it lightly on the floor, grabbing my attention slowly until he and I exchanged an awed glance.


“Ms. Hughes…you’ve…” Holmes muttered uncertainly, “You’ve just knocked out your father.”

