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by Oscar Wilde

Characters in the play:

SLEUTHS AND ASSOCIATED:

Sherlock Holmes, the great detective

Doctor John Watson, his partner

Oscar Wilde, a hired wit

PERSONS OF HIGH STATION:

Queen Victoria, a monarch

Lord Vernon Ratberger, lord of the manor

Lady Violet, his sister

Victor, their nephew

Julianne, a mysterious young woman

SERVANTS AND OTHER NOBODIES

Mrs Gristle, the housekeeper

Fetish, the butler

Cook, the cook

Esther, the maid

Martha, her sister, deceased

Eric, an odd job boy

Two Guards at Buckingham Palace

Holmes’s Subconscious

Sally the Squirrel, a drug-induced rodent

The Narrator, a famous villain

The stage is bare apart from a large screen painted to look like a red telephone box, to one side at the back of the stage; and the body of a serving girl, lying on her side with her back to the audience, centre stage. The narrator, a bearded man with a Scottish accent, steps out from behind the telephone box, which will be present in every scene – he will use this for all of his entrances and exits.


NARRATOR: The year is eighteen seventy-nine. In Britain, Queen Victoria is still on the throne, enjoying a royal wee. But our story begins far away from the damp, smog-ridden streets of London. In South Africa, British forces are invadi-… are coloni-… are bringing civilized society to the Zulu people. The bitter stench of war fills the air; a pounding of drums heralds the impending conflict. But the sounds of battle do not carry as far as Munich, where the great physicist Albert Einstein has just vomited over his mother. Einstein will go on to demonstrate the interchangeable nature of energy and matter… which just goes to show, really. Meanwhile, in an old English Manor House out on the Yorkshire moors, murder has been committed.

[NARRATOR returns to his box just as Mrs GRISTLE enters. She is wearing an eye patch]

GRISTLE: Martha? Martha! There you are, you idle girl! I’ve been looking all over the house for you. Well! What in heaven’s name do you think you’re doing, lying in the middle of the hallway just when there’s a fresh load of dirty dishes to be scrubbed? Oh, and would you look at that! Bleedin’ all over his Lordship’s nice Persian rug! If you’re not careful, I shall see to it that they dock your pay, young lady. Are you listening to me girl? Eh? Indolent child! [kicks the body] Come on, get up! [grabs her wrist and then drops it again] Oh lummie - you’re stone cold! Cold as a cauliflower, that’s what you are – we’d better get you into bed before you catch your death-…. [the penny drops] …oh gawd!

[Enter LADY VIOLET]

VIOLET: Is something the matter, Mrs Gristle?

GRISTLE: It’s Martha the scullery maid, milady. I think she’s dead!

VIOLET: [totally unconcerned] Hmm? Oh yes, so she is.

GRISTLE: Well… what should we do, milady?

VIOLET: Honestly Mrs Gristle, why do we keep paying your wages? You must have some… servanty things to be getting on with, surely… you know, polishing the… sheets, washing the… whatever needs washing. I’m sure something will come to you if you use your imagination.

GRISTLE: No milady, I mean – should we call the police?

VIOLET: The police, Mrs Gristle? Why, whatever for?

GRISTLE: Well, one of my girls is lying dead in the middle of the hallway!

VIOLET: Oh… that. No, I shouldn’t bother.

GRISTLE: Whyever not, milady?

VIOLET: Policemen are hardly our sort of people, Mrs Gristle - I’m told that some of them have no breeding whatever. They’d only tramp around asking awkward questions in lower-middle class accents and you know I have a weak constitution at the best of times – I really think we ought to drop the subject.

GRISTLE: Very well, milady. But… shall I tell the girl’s parents?

VIOLET: Why should you do that? It would only antagonize them. Really, Mrs Gristle, you must show a little more sensitivity!

GRISTLE: Well I should at least move the body out of the hallway….

VIOLET: I wouldn’t worry, Mrs Gristle – it will make a nice conversation piece. Although… hmm, perhaps you do have a point – maybe we should place it a little further to the left so people aren’t tripping over it all the time – although… I don’t want it clashing with the tapestry….

GRISTLE: But… it’s a dead body, milady!

VIOLET: I’m aware of that, Mrs Gristle, you really don’t need to keep on about it – frankly I’m becoming a little concerned by this morbid fascination of yours. Why can’t you just leave it be and get on with your duties?

GRISTLE: But she’ll get… all manky, milady.

VIOLET: Well… don’t you have… some sort of spray or something?

[Enter LORD VERNON]

VERNON: Ah, Violet! What’s the pother?

VIOLET: Oh, nothing Vernon – nothing to worry about.

VERNON: Mmm? Ah, that’s what I like to hear! Incidentally, did you hear me saying “what’s the pother” there?

VIOLET: Yes, Vernon.

VERNON: I thought I’d start saying “what’s the pother” – you know, expand my… my, oh – pother, what’s that word?

VIOLET: Vocabulary?

VERNON: That’s the one! Nobody can say that your little brother isn’t expanding his… thingummy, eh what?

VIOLET: No Vernon, I don’t think anybody would say that.

VERNON: Now, where were we? Ah yes - nothing to worry about, you said?

VIOLET: That’s right, Vernon.

VERNON: Jolly good – why’s that then?

VIOLET: It’s just that one of the serving girls has died, Vernon.

VERNON: Really? Ah, I see… so the time to worry is when the servant girls aren’t dying, then? Sort of a… calm before the storm type thing, you mean? Right-o!

GRISTLE: Well, if I may be excused milord… milady… [curtseys and starts to leave]

VERNON: Hang on - hang on there… housekeeper! Where are you going?

GRISTLE: I’m just about to start the washing, milord….

VERNON: No no, hang on, wait a minute – shouldn’t you… move the body or something?

GRISTLE: Yes milord.

VERNON: Actually, you’d better contact the girl’s parents first. They’ll want to know she’s snuffed it.

GRISTLE: Yes milord.

VERNON: Ooh, and – shouldn’t we call the police or something? No, hang on, better still – we can call for that excellent chappie, whatsisname? That super sleuth from London. Sherlock Holmes, that’s the one!  Yes, call him – he can come along and apply his remarkable brain to the subject!

GRISTLE: I’m sorry, milord?

VERNON: I said – he can come along and apply his remarkable brain to the subject.

GRISTLE: [not understanding] I’ve got some… cold liver in the larder, milord… or I could mix up some milk and flour in a paper bag, but I doubt she’s going to get much better….

VIOLET: [who has been fuming for the last minute] I don’t think his lordship meant that Sherlock Holmes would be applying his remarkable brain as a poultice, Mrs Gristle.

VERNON: Quite right! Holmes’s job will be to solve the mystery of how the girl died. [He calls] Fetish!

VIOLET: I really think we ought to think about finding a butler with a less embarrassing name, Vernon. You know I resent having to cry ‘Fetish’ whenever my glass needs refilling.

[FETISH enters but stays close to the wings]

FETISH: [very creakily] Yes… milord. How may I… be of service?

VERNON: I would like a message sent out to Mr Sherlock Holmes of 221B Baker Street, Fetish. Tell him that I have a case for him.

FETISH: Certainly, milord.

[FETISH exits from one side, GRISTLE from the other]

VERNON: There! Now all we have to do is wait.

[They freeze. The NARRATOR appears from behind his screen]

NARRATOR: And so they waited. After a few days, the butler returned.

[NARRATOR returns to behind his screen; FETISH appears]

FETISH: Mr Sherlock Holmes has… arrived, milord. Shall I… induce him to come into… the great hall?

VERNON: Please do, Fetish.

FETISH: Certainly, milord. [Clears his throat] Mister Sherlock Holmes!

[HOLMES enters, bows to VERNON and VIOLET. VERNON is about to speak when FETISH pipes up again]

FETISH: His assistant… Doctor John Watson!

[WATSON arrives, bows, and stands next to HOLMES]

VERNON: Well, Mr Hol-

FETISH: Mister Oscar Wilde!

[WILDE enters, carrying a lily. He bows extravagantly]

VERNON: Well, Mr Holmes – this is indeed a pleasure! I’ve read all of your books!

HOLMES: [aside, to WATSON] What’s he talking about? I haven’t written any books. [To VERNON] You are Lord Vernon Ratberger, I presume?

VERNON: By gad! How did you know that?

HOLMES: [showing off] The line of your cravat matches the handwriting on the letter you sent me.

VERNON: But I didn’t write you a letter….

HOLMES: [Cryptically] Precisely. Allow me to introduce my assistant, Doctor Watson.

VERNON: Doctor what?

HOLMES: [slowly] Doctor Wat… son.

VERNON: Son? What son? I have no son! [This is clearly a sore point]

HOLMES: [Ignoring the outburst] A-and this is my hired wit, Oscar Wilde.

VERNON: Ah, Wilde – your reputation precedes you!

WILDE: [looking as though he’s fed up of being a hired wit] And what an age this is, when one can live down everything except a good reputation.

[All laugh, woodenly]

VERNON: Oh yes, and I should introduce Lady Violet…

HOLMES: Your wife?

VERNON: My sister.

VIOLET: Quite. No, my brother has never married, Mr Holmes. The closest he came was a little affaire almost twenty years ago now – [mysteriously] but as far as anyone can tell, nothing ever came of it….

Extra dialogue….

VERNON: Now then - you've already met Mr Fetish, the butler.

HOLMES: Ah yes.

FETISH: [very slowly and wheezily] That’s… that’s right sir. I've... I've been... the resident butler... er... the resident butler... [stops to catch his breath] ...whew! I’ve been the… the resident butler of… this house for… for nearly fif… fifty ye… yee... yeeea… eeer… what was I saying?

WATSON: You were just saying: I've been the resident butler of this house for nearly fifty years.

FETISH: Oh... really?... Funny... so have I.

VERNON: [Moving on] This is Mrs Gristle, the housekeeper. It was she who discovered the body.

GRISTLE: [who now has soot all over her face and hands, as though she has been badly burnt] Ooh, a terrible thing it was, sir, a terrible thing. Lying there all stiff and green she was, like an enormous courgette with petticoats. I'm sure I don't know what's next - we shall all be slaughtered in our beds, sir, in our beds!

VERNON: Mrs Gristle!

GRISTLE: [suddenly indifferent] Well somebody had to say it, sir.

VERNON: Nonsense - you're only doing it for attention.

GRISTLE: [sullenly] Yes sir.

HOLMES: [Moving on], Ah, and this must be cook.

COOK: [In an unidentifiable accent, chuckling] Ooh, hecchei! Doi doi shigecch bleido Holmes! [Grabs hold of Holmes's hand in both of hers and begins rubbing it as a bizarre greeting. Holmes looks uncomfortable] Grigelgi vrast porjego bocch!

HOLMES: What does she say?

VERNON: I've no idea – but I think she likes you. Anyway, this... [waits as Holmes tries unsuccessfully to disentangle himself from Cook's grasp - eventually, Holmes gives up and lets her hang off him as he continues down the line] this is one of our - well, our surviving maid, Esther. The deceased is her sister, I believe.

HOLMES: Excellent! Never fear, young lady - we'll have your sister back on her feet in no time at all.

WATSON: Holmes, we've discussed this, remember? We're just expected to find out what happened. We can't actually bring people back from the dead.

HOLMES: Really? Well, of course not. I was only trying to comfort the girl.

ESTHER: [calmly, childishly] Please don't trouble yourself, sir. I've already come to an acceptance... an acceptance that dear, sweet Martha has gone away - far away - to live with the vegetable people in the happy meadow. Everything is perfectly lovely. Perfectly lovely.

HOLMES: Splendid - it’s good to see such a healthy attitude in one so recently bereaved. Well done. And who is this?

VERNON: Oh, that’s just Eric, the odd-job boy.

ERIC: ‘Ere mister – you wanna hear a joke?

HOLMES: Erm… oh alright then, why not?

ERIC: What do you call a cross between a homing pigeon and a chamber pot?

HOLMES: I don’t know – what do you call a cross between a homing pigeon and a chamber pot?

ERIC: [conspiratorially] I can’t remember. But it’s still pretty funny, isn’t it? Hur-hur.

[pause]

HOLMES: Wilde!

WILDE: What? Oh, sorry – er… I say, isn’t it perfectly monstrous the way people go about nowadays saying things against one behind one's back that are absolutely and entirely true?

[All laugh gratefully – the situation has been defused]

Holmes claims that he can already reveal the identity of the killer – but Vernon’s (mobile!) phone goes off, he takes a quick call – “Hello? What?… I’m in the hall… with the lead pipe!” – by the time he’s finished, Holmes has lost his train of thought. Holmes inspects the body….

HOLMES: Well, we can instantly deduce that she was of relatively low station - the slight chink in her second molar is indicative of a gravel-rich diet, as I’m sure you’re well aware. She seems to have had a deep and enduring fondness for the country – note the slight tear in the hem of her dress, which could only have been caused by some kind of Morris dancer. The rash on her chin exactly complements the pattern of stubble on the face of the Captain of the Royal Artillery – an illicit affair, I suspect. Oh, and the tail protruding from her rear indicates that she is a honey badger.

WATSON: Holmes, that’s a belt.

HOLMES: Indeed. 

WATSON: What about cause of death?

HOLMES: Are you seriously telling me that the poisonous coral snake on the floor had entirely eluded your gaze?

WATSON: Holmes, I’ve just told you that’s a belt.

HOLMES: Well I don’t like the look of it.

WATSON: There just aren’t any obvious marks to show… hang on – perhaps if I just try…. [He grabs the corpse and attempts to lift it up, but only succeeds in rolling it over onto its front, exposing….]
VERNON: Gadzooks!

WATSON: Well this certainly puts the whole thing into an entirely new light.

HOLMES: Indeed! And I think we can safely say that the culprit is as good as caught.

WATSON: You don’t mean… you’ve solved the riddle, Holmes?

HOLMES: But of course. Even the most ingenious criminal masterminds harbour a tiny but hugely significant flaw by which they betray themselves. In this case, our villain’s fatal flaw was to shoot herself in the back – six times.

WATSON: Holmes, you’re not suggesting that this was suicide?

HOLMES: On the contrary, my dear Watson – I am suggesting that this was suicide!

WATSON: But Holmes, she couldn’t possibly have done this by herself-

HOLMES: So, an accomplice, eh?

WATSON: [sceptical] You mean… assisted suicide, Holmes?

HOLMES: That’s right, Watson, and I might make so bold as to go one further than that – it was non-consensual assisted suicide.

WATSON: Holmes… that would be murder.

HOLMES: Would it? Oh yes, I suppose it would. Yes, murder, the work of a criminal mastermind!

WATSON: You… you don’t think it could be… Moriarty?

HOLMES: Don’t be stupid, Watson. She looks nothing like Moriarty. Moriarty is taller than that.

WATSON: At least we know we’re looking for somebody with a gun….

VERNON: But that just can’t be right. Nobody in these parts owns a gun – apart from my nephew, of course. You must meet him, by the way, he’s a smashing chap – been living here ever since his pater – my dear brother – died of something nasty he caught in Sumatra – a tiger, I think it was.

HOLMES: Yes yes, but I think we’re getting away from ourselves here. The point is – if your nephew’s the only person around here with access to a gun… is there any way that somebody else could have smuggled one onto the premises.

VERNON: [thoughtfully] …No, no – not that I’m aware of.

HOLMES: Blast!

WATSON: [who has crouched down beside the corpse, and is now tugging on a piece of fabric attached to its back] Um, Holmes… I think you’d better take a look at this.

HOLMES: What is it?

[WATSON silently pulls free the piece of cloth, and then opens it out – it is an ordinary white handkerchief, with some embroidered initials in one corner, and a black singe mark in the middle. A circle of blood has spread from this point, staining the fabric almost to the edge]

HOLMES: Why, it’s… a handkerchief!

WATSON: Indeed – I caught sight of the edge of it, sticking out of one of the bullet holes!

HOLMES: [taking the handkerchief] There can only be one possible explanation: the killer must have been blowing his nose just as he discharged the gun – somehow, the bullet became entangled in the fabric of this handkerchief en route to its target, and the whole ensemble ended up embedded in the victim’s back.

WATSON: Holmes….

HOLMES: And I suppose you think it all sounds terribly implausible, don’t you?

WATSON: [sarcastically] Not at all, Holmes – I was actually about to offer to rummage around in the wound to see if I might be able to locate the nose of the criminal. Better still, perhaps his entire person was propelled headlong in this poor girl’s spine! [cupping his hands around his mouth, he hollers in the direction of the corpse] All right, the game’s up! Come out with your hands held up! [Pause] Nope – he’s not in there.

VERNON: [deaf to sarcasm] Well… never mind, old chap – I thought it was a jolly good guess anyhow!

HOLMES: [turning the handkerchief over in his hands] Hmm… this thing must be able to tell us something, surely….

VIOLET: [who has been looking at the hanky over HOLMES’s shoulder] Oh Mr Holmes, look – there’s something embroidered in the corner!

HOLMES: So there is! It appears to be… a monogram! [squints at it] V. R. - Lord Ratberger, do you know anybody with the initials V. R.?

VERNON: Hmm… I can’t think of anyone offhand – can you think of anyone with the initials V.R., Violet?

VIOLET: No, Vernon.

VERNON: Hmm… well, we’ll give it some thought, and if… [VICTOR enters, carrying a gun] …ah, but here’s my nephew, Victor! Victor, these gentlemen [indicating each in turn] are Sherlock Holmes… Doctor Watson… Oscar Wilde. They’re here to investigate the murder.

VICTOR: There’s been a murder? Well I never!

Introducing Victor and his love of guns… Victor explains that there are three great mysteries of the manor: the sounds of ancient battles can be heard over the moors at night; a huge dog keeps running off with the newspapers every time they’re delivered; and a mysterious creature is said to live in the attic, occasionally venturing down to eat all the apricot yoghurts – which wouldn’t be a problem except that the only other flavour anybody likes is strawberry, which just gets boring after a while. Holmes tells Victor that he would like him to assist in exposing the villain using the ‘Belgian Method’ – getting everybody into a room together and describing as much of the circumstances of the killing as you’ve deduced, (being careful not to show how much you don’t know) until somebody cracks. Watson and Wilde may also get a scene together at this point. They leave and Violet enters, with Eric….

VIOLET: Now then, Eric – I expect you're wondering why I wanted to
talk to you in private.


ERIC: Yes milady.


VIOLET: Actually, I expect you're wondering why I would want to talk
to you at all.


ERIC: Yes milady.


VIOLET: Well, I have a little job for you… but it is something that
you must not discuss with anyone – do you understand?


ERIC: Yes milady.


VIOLET: Good, now – Eric, are you grinning?


ERIC: No milady.


VIOLET: You have been listening to what I've been saying?


ERIC: Yes milady.


VIOLET: Very well then - listen closely. That idiot detective and his
tedious assistant will presently be retiring to the drawing room,
where they will have wine brought up for them. You must see to it that
the content of this bag of white powder [produces bag] finds its way
into the wine bottle they are drinking from. Do you follow me?


ERIC: Yes – erm, sorry milady… should I wait for them to finish the
bottle first?


VIOLET: What? No, of course not, dolt – how do you expect to drug
their drinks when they have already drunk them?


ERIC: Don't know, milady.


VIOLET: You must put the powder into the bottle just after it has been
opened… and it is absolutely critical that nobody sees you doing so,
understand? Why are you giggling, boy?


ERIC: Not sure, milady.


VIOLET: Well don't. Now remember – the bottle must be shaken
thoroughly to ensure that the powder has dispersed fully - Eric!


ERIC: [still giggling] Sorry milady. You know when you've got a really
funny joke stuck in your head, and you just can't get rid of it?


VIOLET: No Eric – I cannot recall that ever happening to me.


ERIC: You would if you knew this joke, milady.


VIOLET: I sincerely doubt it. Just – you must not forget what I have tol-
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ERIC: Are you sure you don't want to hear my joke, milady.


VIOLET: Quite sure. And please try to concentrate - if you mess this up, then-


ERIC: Oh go on milady – it's really short….


VIOLET: Eric!


ERIC: I'll just tell it quickly then, shall I? [VIOLET is silently
fuming] Right! [clears his throat] - when is a jar a jar? [Another
pause] I said-


VIOLET: Yes, alright – I don't know; when is a jar a jar?


ERIC: When it's… a jar! [Grinning, he waits for her to laugh]


VIOLET: [wearily] Eric, if your meaning is as poorly contrived as I
suspect it is, I might point out that the object you are alluding to
can scarcely be described as 'ajar' in the sense of being partially
agape. Its lid may be loose – or even fully unscrewed and lying
precariously over the rim - but it can never... ever exist in a state
of unhinged half-openness.


ERIC: No… no, no – I don't mean it like that; I mean a jar as in… a
glass container of, say, condiments… or preserved entrails... milady.
I think you must be getting my joke confused with the very similar
joke: when is a door not a door? [She doesn't bother to answer, so he
careers on…] …which also has the same answer: when it's a jar.


VIOLET: Oh yes, of course - that would be the reason, how very silly of me.
Of course, that joke derives its humour from the use of the very
double-meaning that you identified as the source of my confusion.


ERIC: That's right, yes.


VIOLET: So tell me, Eric – from what source does your joke derive its humour?


ERIC: Sorry, milady - I don't quite understand.


VIOLET: Well, have you perhaps cunningly concealed an incredibly witty
double meaning within the folds of its seemingly plain and
uninteresting exterior?


ERIC: Well, not that I'm aware of, no milady. I just meant that you
always know where you are with a jar – because it's always a jar, you
see?


VIOLET: I see. So what you have managed here is, in fact, an
incredibly witty single meaning.


ERIC: Er… yes, milady. Although I'm not sure I'd say incredibly witty.


VIOLET: No, I can't for the life of me think why I did. Honestly Eric
– these things that you come out with... where do you get them from?


ERIC: Well, me old man always taught me to call a spade a spade….


VIOLET: Eric, if I were you, I would call a spade 'Professor', and
aspire to one-day reach the spade's level of intellectual sophistication.


ERIC: Yes milady.


VIOLET: Look – just take the powder and go. You know what to do – and
believe me, if you mess this up, I will see to it that you develop an
extremely intimate and permanent relationship with one of the pickling
jars from the kitchen. Now get out of my sight!


ERIC: Yes milady. [He runs offstage]

Most of the characters enter and sit at the back of the stage, facing the audience as a second audience watching Holmes’s ‘reconstruction’ – Mrs Gristle seems to have lost an arm, incidentally….

HOLMES: Good friends, attend to what I say:

                  We hope you like our little play!

[There is a smattering of applause as HOLMES exits. VICTOR comes on from the other side, carrying MARTHA’s corpse, with his gun still slung over his shoulder. He stops in the centre of the stage and props the body up against himself, moving its arms in grotesque puppetry]

VICTOR: Verily, the day is golden. See the bright orb of the sun bless our pleasant land; hear the little birdlets gibber merrily in the hedgerows! How raptured am I! I shall skip gaily and rejoice in my maiden innocence.

[VICTOR has a valiant effort at making the corpse skip. HOLMES enters]

HOLMES: Haha! So, my proud beauty – I have you alone at last!

VICTOR: Why – ‘tis… you!

HOLMES: Yes, ‘tis I, wench! And now you must elope with me.

VICTOR: But sirrah, I care not for you – why, you repulse me, you vile, ugly thing!

HOLMES: What – spurned? Shall I bear such ignominy? Nay! If I cannot have you, then no man shall!

VICTOR: Come not near me, swine! I fear the mad glint in your eye!

HOLMES: Silence, filly, and prepare to meet thy doom!

VICTOR: O lackaday! I am lost!

[HOLMES punches the corpse in the stomach – any residual good taste should be expelled from the scene at this point – from now on, this needs to be utterly sick]

VICTOR: Wretched fate that I should perish so young and so fair!

[HOLMES hits the corpse around the face]

VICTOR: Oh but for one last kiss from my poor grieving mother!

ESTHER: [rocking back and forth, grinning desperately] Everything is lovely, perfectly lovely….

[HOLMES’s knee contacts with MARTHA’s stomach. VICTOR lets the corpse slip a little]

VICTOR: My spleen! My precious spleen! Ruptured like a frog in an oven!

[HOLMES hits the corpse on the back of the neck and VICTOR drops it in a heap on the floor]

VICTOR: Ah! Cruel misfortune that I should suffer such dreadful agonies, though my spinal cord be completely severed!

[HOLMES continues to beat and kick the corpse as it lies on the ground]

VICTOR: [Crouching down beside the corpse] Misery! I renounce the world, and go to join the host of angels in heaven! [He straightens up, flapping his arms to represent MARTHA’s spirit, and flaps offstage]

HOLMES: The wicked deed is done – I go;

                  And nobodee shall ever know. 

[He gives the corpse one last kick, for good measure]

HOLMES: And that’s the end! [He bows; VICTOR reappears and tries to make MARTHA bow, but drops her again. The audience claps slowly, still quite shocked] If anybody would like to come forward to confess… [But their audience is already leaving] No? Well that’s alright – we’ll be running for another four nights, plus matinee, so you’ll have lots of opportunities to turn yourselves in! [He turns to VICTOR] Well, I thought that went rather well, don’t you?

VICTOR: Oh absolutely! Our audience loved us – it showed on their faces how moved they were. And I’ve been thinking – how about a musical version for the West End? Just imagine a Gilbert and Sullivan treatment of our script!

[VICTOR exits happily, with the corpse. Apart from WATSON, their audience has now dispersed entirely, but ERIC reappears with a bottle of wine and some glasses]

WATSON: [storming over to HOLMES] Holmes – what in blazes was that supposed to be!?

HOLMES: That, my dear Watson, was the Belgian Method.

WATSON: Really? It was nothing like the Belgian Method as I understand it!

[Behind them, ERIC is making a big deal out of getting the white powder into the wine bottle]

HOLMES: Well it was exactly how they did it in Hamlet.

WATSON: That was set in Denmark, Holmes.

HOLMES: Oh, Denmark, Belgium, same difference… I wasn’t too far out.

WATSON: You were nearly five hundred miles out, Holmes! And it wasn’t even an accurate reconstruction of the murder!

[Eric is now shaking the bottle vigorously, his finger over the top]

HOLMES: Oh, and how would you know so much about it all of a sudden?

WATSON: Holmes, we know she died from multiple gunshot wounds to the back. Her ‘precious spleen’ was mercifully unscathed until you got hold of it!

HOLMES: [sulkily] Well I’m allowed a bit of artistic license….

ERIC: [failing at obsequiousness] Would sirs care for some wine?

HOLMES: What? Oh… yes, thank you.

[ERIC gives them each a glass and then pours wine into each one]

ERIC: And would sirs care to hear a joke?

WATSON: [still fuming] Why don’t you just go and find something useful to do with yourself?

ERIC: [grinning in expectation that this is a joke] I don’t know sir – why don’t I just go and find something useful to do with meself?

WATSON: Oh for goodness sake, boy – just leave us in peace!

ERIC: [puzzled] I don’t get it.

WATSON: [steering him offstage] Perhaps not, but you’ll very well get it if you don’t get out! Now, away with you! [ERIC has exited] Right – Holmes, it may interest you to know that while you were busy putting together your little pantomime, I was doing a little bit of detection!

[HOLMES and WATSON drink their wine as they talk]

HOLMES: Oh… really, Watson?

WATSON: Yes, really Holmes. I’ve already solved one of the three great mysteries of the manor!

HOLMES: You don’t mean… you’ve caught that dog that keeps stealing all the newspapers?

WATSON: No – I’ve found out about those battle noises that keep coming from the moor at night.

HOLMES: Really? What was causing them?

WATSON: Mrs Gristle and Mr Fetish.

HOLMES: No!

WATSON: Yes! It seems that they have a bit of a… thing… for [raises eyebrows] historical recreation.

HOLMES: How do you mean?

WATSON: Well… as I understand it, she dresses up as, say, Charles the Second, he’s dressed as Oliver Cromwell, they run at each other with swords, wrestle each other to the ground and… [whispers in HOLMES’s ear]

HOLMES: What, right there in the shrubbery!?

WATSON: Quite so. To be honest, I was surprised Mr Fetish had it in him!

HOLMES: Well I suppose it explains all Mrs Gristle’s little injuries….

WATSON: Yes – the poor woman does seem to end up with the most wretched parts. In the last few days alone she’s been Harold Godwinson, Richard the Third and Joan of Arc… Holmes, are you listening to me…?

HOLMES: I’m… I’m just feeling a little… light headed….

WATSON: Oh I expect it’s just the air in here… actually, now that you mention it, I don’t feel so well myself….

HOLMES: It’s… as though I’m floating… floating over a field of… biscuits….

WATSON: No… no, it’s more purple than that – it’s like… being inside the mouth of a duck…. Gosh – this stuff’s rather good, isn’t it…?

HOLMES: Well that’s easy for you to say, mister teapot - you’re the one with all the trumpets coming out of you.

WATSON: Have you noticed how, whenever you say something, bits of you sort of come off and turn into the words…? Look: the cat sat on the mat! Jack has a big ball! It was the best of times, it was the worst of times… hahahaha!

HOLMES: Hang on, stop it. Stop it, hey, listen!

WATSON: [who has stopped giggling] Hmmm?

HOLMES: Can you hear them?

WATSON: What?

HOLMES: The voices… I hear voices….

WATSON: What? No, that’s… oh yes - I hear them! They’re… chanting something…. We must have reached a state of heightened awareness!

HOLMES: Shhh! I’m trying to listen!

[GRISTLE, FETISH, ESTHER and ERIC march solemnly onto stage, chanting the same four lines over and over as they take their position at the back. They quieten down to a whisper whenever there is dialogue, but never lose the rhythm of the words….]

CHAMBER MAIDS: See the cloak that gilds the skies;

                                 Craft that rows beneath the seas.

                                 Mind the smoke before your eyes;

                                 Mind your clues before your peas.

[A harlequinesque figure appears beside HOLMES on the left hand side of the stage. It is his SUBCONSCIOUS, and is extremely camp]
SUBCON: [waving] Hi honey! Oh - you’re looking swell!

HOLMES: What? Who the dickens are you?

SUBCON: I’m your subconscious, babycakes! We got separated after you dosed yourself up on that angel dust.

HOLMES: Don’t be absurd; I only had one glass of wine! Anyway, if you’re my subconscious, why are you so camp?

SUBCON: Hey, you know what they say about camp, sweetie….

HOLMES: No… what do they say about camp?

SUBCON: It’s a Holmes away from Holmes! Ooh, I’m just too outrageous – slap me before I go too far! 

HOLMES: Yes, it’s tempting, I admit….

[On the right hand side of the stage, WATSON has just been joined by an oversized rodent with a particularly silly voice….]

SALLY: Hello!

WATSON: Oh... hello. Well you're a funny sort of creature, aren't you?

SALLY: I'm Sally the Squirrel, your Furry Forest Friend.

WATSON: Oh... I see... er, lovely....

[Now the figure of MARTHA appears and glides to the centre of the stage, between the two pairs – she is making pointing gestures with her hands, which are covered with blood]

HOLMES: What the… but that’s the girl who was murdered!

SUBCON: Ooooh, I knew it - he’s not just a pretty face!

HOLMES: Is that… is that her ghost then? 

SUBCON: You are a clever one, aren’t you? I’ll have to keep my eye on you!

HOLMES: And what’s she doing with her hands? It looks like she’s trying to tell me something!

SUBCON: You go girl! That’s one hell of a cute mind you’ve got there!

HOLMES: Yes, yes but – what does it mean? All that pointing…?

SUBCON: Oh, but wouldn’t you like to know….

SALLY: You know, I can't squeak for you unless you squeeze me.

WATSON: I'm sorry?

SALLY: Oh honestly - men are so predictable. You don't want to squeeze me, do you?

WATSON: Well... no, I....

SALLY: I bet you'd squeeze me if I were a human; you humans are always squeezing each other. But no, I’m a squirrel, and I suppose you think squirrels are only good for one thing – squibbling. How many times have I been picked up, squibbled on, and then cast aside by some heartless human? 

WATSON: But why would anybody scribble on a squirrel?

SALLY: I don’t know - I suppose it saves on paper. I hate being a squirrel, I’d much rather be a human – then I could be the one doing the squibbling, and think what fun I’d have!

WATSON: If you could just….

SALLY: [singing, in a world of her own] I wanna be... where the people are... I wanna see, wanna see 'em dancin'! Walkin' around in those - what's that word again? Shoes! Down where they walk, down where they run, down where they-...

WATSON: Listen! Please listen - if there's anything I can do....

SALLY: SQUEEZE ME!!!

[Watson panics and squeezes her]

SALLY: *Squeak*! Ooooh, that's so much better!

HOLMES: Alright – I give up. What’s all that pointing for? What’s she trying to tell me?

SUBCON: Do I really have to give explain it for you? Oh, alright then – she’s trying to tell you to… follow the blood.

HOLMES: Follow the blood?

SUBCON: Yes! I’d have thought that would have been as clear as custard by now, sweetie!

HOLMES: But… but custard’s usually fairly opaque, isn’t it?

SUBCON: No, it might look opaque, but that’s just an optical illusion – it’s actually quite clear.

HOLMES: Are you sure?

SUBCON: It’s a scientific fact, honey – would I lie to you?

SALLY: Right: let's talk squirrel. Did you know that squirrels can run in excess of forty miles an hour on level ground?

WATSON: Goodness me, is that true? I never knew that!

SALLY: Oh yes. And the common squirrel has an extremely finely tuned olfactory system - it can smell a decaying carcass from over two miles away!

WATSON: Well I never!

SALLY: The biggest types of squirrels are able to reach the tops of even the tallest trees with their long necks. They have specially reinforced hip bones to help support their massive weight.

WATSON: Erm....

SALLY: In fact, squirrels remained the dominant land animals on Earth until sixty-five million years ago, when a giant meteorite-...

WATSON: Hang on, hang on - that's dinosaurs, surely?

SALLY: What did you say?

WATSON: You mean dinosaurs, not squirrels.

SALLY: Oh my god - you said it!

WATSON: What?

SALLY: The D-word - you said it! Oh, you've done it now - I can feel it, it's happening - I'm changing!

WATSON: What!?

SALLY: I'm changing, I'm changing - nnnuargh! Help me- aaargh! Rrrurgh! [She starts having contortions, shrieking like something from "Jurassic Park", and eventually adopts a dinosaur stance] I'll get you for this, Doctor Watson - just you wait and see.

[Stalks off, shrieking. MARTHA’s ghost is now doing something approximating to the Macarena.]

HOLMES: I wish I knew what any of this was supposed to mean. I’m sure there’s an important clue in all this – I just can’t see it yet….

SUBCON: I told you, duckie – follow the blood!

HOLMES: But I don’t understand! There was a puddle of it under the body, but I don’t remember it leading anywhere….

SUBCON: Blimey O’Reilly, not that kind of blood, dummy! The kind that’s just like you – thicker than water!

HOLMES: Oh – you mean family blood – inheritance! Of course, Lord Vernon’s fortune – somebody’s trying to get their hands on the manor house! But… not, not Violet?

SUBCON: No, you great sausage! Only a man can inherit a manor – that’s why it’s called a manor, see?

HOLMES: But Vernon never had a son… so when he dies, his lands will go to the crown, surely?

SUBCON: Maybe they will, maybe they won’t. I’d love to stay and chat, but I think the drug must be wearing off – I’m going limp and flimsy all over. Catch you later, darling!

[He exits. The chanters raise their voices again, and then begin to circle HOLMES, getting louder, faster, wilder. HOLMES, terrified, falls to the ground and lies curled up in a foetal position. The chanters exit, repeating the last word – ‘peas’ over and over again, like an echo. This turns into WATSON’s voice offstage…]

WATSON: [entering] Please, please, please Holmes - wake up!

Holmes and Wilde have an argument that ends in Wilde leaving. Holmes decides to act on his inheritance theory. Predicting that Vernon must have an illegitimate son, he gathers everyone together while he questions Vernon about his alleged affair – eventually, Victor gives in and explains….

VERNON: I suppose my tale begins seventeen years ago. There I was, fresh out of Oxford, not a care in the world-

VIOLET: But Vernon, you weren’t at Oxford!

VERNON: Yes I was – I had to go to the farmers’ market, you remember, after our old cook ran away with that sailor….

HOLMES: You didn’t actually study there then?

VERNON: Not that I recall. I suppose I found it a bit difficult to concentrate with all those people shouting about lovely pears. Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, there I was, fresh out of cabbages, not a care in the world, a mere tadpole-

WATSON: Sorry Lord Ratberger - a tadpole?

VERNON: Erm, yes, a tadpole. I’d decided to stock up on fruit-

WATSON: In what way would you consider yourself to have been a tadpole?

VERNON: I’m sorry?

WATSON: Well, did you resemble a tadpole in some way? Did you have a small, bulbous body and a flattened tail?

VERNON: Not… not as such, no. No, when I say that I was a tadpole, I mean that I was young and reckless – although [jokingly] I must admit, I did have a small, bulbous body.

WATSON: Was it… soft and largely featureless?

VERNON: Erm… yes?

WATSON: And the tail?

VERNON: I didn’t have a tail, no. Anyway, it was such a nice day I’d decided not to take a cab, and I was strolling along a country lane, whistling merrily. I can picture myself now: my small, bulbous, largely featureless body; my shopping list hanging rakishly out of my back pocket, bright-eyed and bushy tailed….

WATSON: Excuse me Lord Ratberger, but you just claimed that you didn’t have a tail.

VERNON: I didn’t. I was referring to my shopping list.

WATSON: Your shopping list had bright eyes and a bushy tail?

VERNON: That’s right, yes. I’d written it on a passing squirrel. It saved on paper. I was just strolling along, minding my own business when I saw the most gorgeous woman I’d ever laid eyes on.

HOLMES: I knew it!

VERNON: We got talking and… well, what can I say? Within a week, I’d taken her on as a cook; within a month she was pregnant; and within a year, I’d set aside a little space in the attic where we could raise the child without anybody finding out about it. And now… allow me to introduce… my daughter, Julianne!

HOLMES: Your… daughter!?

Scene with Julianne, an irritating teenager who eats all the apricot yoghurts.

VERNON: And now, Mr Holmes, perhaps you won’t mind giving me an explanation for why you decided to humiliate me by exposing my… little indiscretion… in front of my entire household.

HOLMES: I assure you, Lord Vernon – all will shortly become clear. You see, my point was… my point was… sorry but you don’t happen to have any other illegitimate children kicking around the place, do you…?

VICTOR: Well if I’m not needed any more, I might just toddle outside and find something to shoot.

HOLMES: [turning to him so that WATSON and VERNON are now behind him] What did you say?

VICTOR: I said I think I’ll go and shoot something!

[Realization dawns on HOLMES’s face – WATSON speaks from over his right shoulder, VERNON from over his left – the effect should be that of memories surfacing and coming together in HOLMES’s mind…]

WATSON: We’re looking for somebody with a gun…

VERNON: My nephew’s the only one with a gun around here…

WATSON: We’re looking for somebody with a gun…

VERNON: My nephew’s the only one with a gun around here…

WATSON: We’re looking for somebody with a gun…

VERNON: My nephew’s the only one with a gun around here…

HOLMES: Good grief – of course!

WATSON: We’re looki-

HOLMES: Yes yes, all right – I get the point! Victor, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to accompany me to the nearest police station, to be detained on suspicion of the murder of Martha the Maid!

VICTOR: [shocked] What!?

HOLMES: Stop acting innocent, Victor – you did it to get hold of your uncle’s inheritance… in some slightly obscure way. You had both the motive and the perfect murder weapon – that big black gun you always carry around with you!

VERNON: Ingenious!

VICTOR: What? But [he laughs nervously] – that’s absurd, you surely can’t believe… [suddenly desperate – he points the gun at HOLMES] Just leave me alone, all right? I’m going to leave now… to start a new life far away from here. And none of you are to come after me, understand – or I’ll blow your brains out!

ESTHER: No! You killed my little sister – and that is definitely… not… lovely!

[Before VICTOR can react, ESTHER runs forward and grabs hold of the gun. They grapple, and it goes off, hitting VICTOR in the face… with a jet of water]

VICTOR: Gaaaargh!

VIOLET: But… it’s just water.

VICTOR: Oh yes, so it is!

WATSON: Then… you couldn’t have killed the scullery maid!

VICTOR: No, I suppose not.

VERNON: Then… who did?

HOLMES: Well a good detective always trusts his subconscious – except on the subject of custard, perhaps – and my subconscious has been telling me to consider who stands to inherit the manor. Now that young Victor is out of the frame, I’m afraid there can be only one possible culprit. Yes Lord Vernon, it was you – you tried to implicate your own nephew in a murder to stop him from getting his hands on your money! Isn’t that right?

[There is the sound of a gun being fired. VERNON falls to the ground]

VICTOR: Uncle!

VIOLET: He’s… dead!

HOLMES: Bugger! But of course! How could I be so blind!?

WATSON: What do you mean?

HOLMES: I see it all now – I’ve finally worked out who the culprit is, and they’re after a lot more than a piffling inheritance – indeed, the very future of Britain may be at stake! But we must act fast – the killer already has a considerable head start over us. We must proceed hotfoot – to Buckingham Palace!

ALL: [gasping] The Taj Mahal!?

HOLMES: No, I said Buckingham Palace.

ALL: Oh….

VIOLET: Good.

VICTOR: That’s much closer.

[They exit]

[The NARRATOR appears. Two GUARDS enter and stand on the right hand side of the stage]

NARRATOR: These two upstanding and bebusbied gentlemen are guardsmen at the gates of Buckingham Palace. As our heroes are a little later arriving than anticipated, we have been unavoidably detained here for – well, hopefully no more than a few minutes. We might best look upon the delay as an excellent opportunity to observe two fine specimens of the Queen’s Guard in action….

[He returns to his box. There is a long pause while the guards do nothing]

GUARD 1: So… did you, er… did you see the cricket this afternoon?

GUARD 2: Yeah. It was great, wasn’t it?

GUARD 1: Yeah.

GUARD 2: I reckon it must have been sitting right there for… oh, at least thirteen minutes and twenty-one seconds.

GUARD 1: There was a moth here once, you know.

GUARD 2: Was there really?

GUARD 1: Last June. June the third. From two forty-seven until two fifty-three.

GUARD 2: My word – a whole eight minutes of moth.

GUARD 1: Well actually, it was only seven minutes and thirty-eight seconds. It went away again after that.

GUARD 2: Still… something to tell the grandchildren, I expect. What sort of moth was it?

GUARD 1: I don’t know. It was sort of brown.

GUARD 2: How interesting.

GUARD 1: I thought so.

GUARD 2: Well… they’re right, you know.

GUARD 1: Right about what?

GUARD 2: You see a lot in this job.

[Enter HOLMES, closely followed by WATSON, VIOLET and VICTOR, who each have guns hidden under their clothes]

HOLMES: [To WATSON, VIOLET and VICTOR] Right, we’re here – now I just need to persuade the guards to let us through. You all remember the plan? [They nod] Excellent – now let me handle this. [To GUARDS] Hey, you there! We seek admission to Buckingham Palace.

GUARD 1: Right-o. [Stands aside for them]

HOLMES: Hang on, hang on; you’re letting us through – just like that?

GUARD 1: Yessir. Pleased to oblige, sir.

HOLMES: But… excuse me – you can’t just go letting anybody through these gates!

GUARD 2: Can’t we?

HOLMES: Of course not! You need to be surly and confrontational – otherwise… well, what’s the point?

GUARD 1: Not sure what you mean, sir.

HOLMES: Oh for goodness sake - be rude to people! Tell them to shove off – go on, say it: shove off!

GUARD 1: [uncertainly] Shove off?

HOLMES: Right! [to GUARD 2] Go on – your turn….

GUARD 2: Shove off.

HOLMES: Something different, man! Use your imagination.

GUARD 2: [desperately] Er… away… with you?

HOLMES: Angrier next time! [to GUARD 1] Now, you!

GUARD 1: [more confident] Get lost!

HOLMES: Good! [points at GUARD 2] You!

GUARD 2: [still a little nervous] Go hang….

HOLMES: Come on, more passion!

GUARD 2: [shouting] GO HANG!

HOLMES: Much better! [To GUARD 1] You!

GUARD 1: [who has been working on this] Get bent!

HOLMES: [to GUARD 2] Excellent! Now you!

GUARD 2: Piss off!

HOLMES: Ye-

GUARD 1: Go to hell!

GUARD 2: Screw you!

GUARD 1: Get the fu-

HOLMES: Alright! You can stop now! I’ll just pop back over there and then we’ll take it from the top, all right? [Walks back to WATSON, VIOLET and VICTOR, giving them the thumbs up; he turns and starts back towards the GUARDS] Now the- [but GUARD 2 is already striding towards him menacingly]

GUARD 2: Alright scum, if that is your real name – you’d better give me a damn good reason not to whip your sorry little arse!

HOLMES: [striking a pose] Open these gates, in the name of good Queen Victoria!

GUARD 1: Oh blimey – please forgive us, your majesty

GUARD 2: We didn’t recognize you in that deerstalker.

HOLMES: No no no no - you were so close! Oh, to hell with it! Get ‘em, gang!

[WATSON, VIOLET and VICTOR draw the guns from under their clothes. There is a totally over-the-top slow motion gunfight, with much “noooo!”ing and diving around. It’s also rather one-sided, as the GUARDS don’t actually have guns, and they end up totally soaked, lying on the floor as though dead]

HOLMES: And let that be a lesson to you! [pause, then sheepishly] Erm, actually… could you show us the way through now?

GUARD 1: Right-o. [Gets up and shows them through the gate. The GUARDS resume their previous positions. There is a another pause….]

GUARD 1: Aww… now I’ve gone and lost my train of thought.

GUARD 2: Yeah, me too.

GUARD 1: Honestly – some people!

GUARD 2: Tsk!

[Pause]

GUARD 2: Oh look – a leaf!

[They stare at it….]

The narrator introduces us to Queen Victoria.

HOLMES: [bowing elaborately for far too long, suddenly grossly sycophantic] Your Majesty! What an honour it is to be here in your presence... and may I say how very radiant you're looking - why, is that a new hat? It really suits you. So kind of you to meet us at such short notice – perhaps I can return the favour by inviting you over to Baker Street sometime? If you like, I could get out my instrument and have a fiddle – I’d even let you have a go on it, if you wanted….

VICTORIA: [dryly] We are not a musician, Mr Holmes. Perhaps you had better come to the point.

HOLMES: Of course, of course - pardon me... [suddenly stern] Alexandrina Victoria, I would like to question you in connection with the deaths of Lord Vernon Ratberger and Martha the Scullery Maid. You do not need to say anything, but anything you don’t say may be interpreted as evidence that anything you did say would further incriminate you. Of course, if you do decide to say anything-…

VICTORIA: Mr Holmes, if you think that anybody is going to believe that we, Queen Victoria, are responsible for murdering two of our own subjects… ha! Why would we do such a thing anyway?

HOLMES: Why? Well, allow me to explain. My little theory is that it was all an elaborate plot to distract me from the real issue – your felonious attempts to further the expansion of the British Empire!

ALL: What!?

HOLMES: Yes, the British Empire! Who knows how many inoffensive countries are even now caught in the grip of imperial oppression? Who knows how many innocent lives are being blighted by the deathly dirge of our national anthem? And you knew that you would be safe as long as I, the great Sherlock Holmes, never found out about it. So you constructed a cunning scheme to send me out onto the moors, where I’d be safely out of the way of your machinations – you even arranged that the newspapers never arrived at the manor house, just in case they mentioned anything of your plans.

VICTORIA: Conjecture – that’s all it is! You have no evidence….

HOLMES: My suspicions were first aroused when Lord Vernon mentioned that a large dog would run off with the paper every day. That dog was none other than a corgi – don’t try to deny it! And if more proof were needed, I have it here on this handkerchief, which was entangled around one of the bullets. The initials – V.R. – Victoria Regina, no less!

[All gasp]

VICTORIA: Yes, all right, we admit it. It was we who crept into the manor house and shot that kitchen girl; we who done in [sic] that stupid old lord before you could name him as the murderer and wrap up the case. Oh yes, we were so close – we could have been the undisputed Empress of the World! And you had to go and ruin everything!

WATSON: But… why?

VICTORIA: Oh, how should we know? Maybe he’s trying to compensate for something.

WATSON: No, I mean… why would you want world domination?

VICTORIA: Do you have any idea what the royal phone bill comes to? We’re constantly having to talk to irritating jumped-up politicians from halfway across the globe. But recently we heard about this special offer – for any country we invade, all of our calls will be charged at the local rate. How could we resist?

HOLMES: You must have known you’d never get away with it.

VICTORIA: Oh, we think we will… we think we will…. [calls offstage] Appear, O furry minion of the night!

SALLY: [bounding onstage] Yes, your majesty!

VICTORIA: Dispose of this meddlesome detective!

SALLY: Yes, your majesty! [stalks towards HOLMES]

WATSON: No! [Flings himself in front of Holmes] I won’t let you near him!

SALLY: Out of my way, fool! The one in the deerstalker is mine!

WATSON: No – he’s mine… I love him!

HOLMES: What? But, John….

WATSON: It’s true, Sherlock. I always meant to tell you….

SALLY: Very well, Doctor Watson – I warned you I’d get you back for what you did to me. Now… prepare to die!

[She scratches him across the chest with her claws; he falls backwards, into Holmes’s arms]

WATSON: Uuergh… slashed to death!

SALLY: My nail! I broke my nail! [staggers offstage]

HOLMES: John… speak to me, John….

WATSON: I’m… still here… old friend….

HOLMES: John – I’m so, so sorry…. I never knew….

WATSON: It… doesn’t matter… Shirl…. Just… remember… me….

[He falls limp]

HOLMES: Poor, poor chap. He loved me all these years, and never had the nerve to tell me… and now he’s dead…. [Brightens] Oh well, can’t be helped. Your majesty, I think it’s time that we handed you over to an officer of the law. Guards!

[The PALACE GUARDS run on]

HOLMES: Take her away!

[They do so]

VIOLET: Well done Mr Holmes! It looks like you’ve got this case wrapped up nicely!

HOLMES: Don’t be so sure, my lady. No, something tells me that Queen Victoria was but a pawn in a much bigger game. The key to detective investigation is an eye for detail, and there is one detail that still bothers me. Tell me – what do you notice about this palace?

VIOLET: Well… it’s very grand… the architecture is quite ornate, in red and gold… there are many fine portraits on the walls….

HOLMES: Now you see, you’re not thinking like a detective. You need to look for those things that don’t quite fit – those things that are… out of place. This big red box, for example [he indicates the NARRATOR’s screen] – what do you make of it?

VIOLET: [suddenly realizing] Why, it’s exactly the same as the big red box in the great hall back home!

HOLMES: Precisely! And there are similar big red boxes in the drawing room, the pantry and by the railings just outside this palace. It is my belief that inside this box lurks the true villain of the piece. [Calls] Perhaps you’d like to show yourself, Alexander Graham Bell!

NARRATOR: [stepping out] Bah! How on Earth did you work that one out, Sherlock Holmes?

HOLMES: Elementary, my dear wossname - I just asked myself who stood to gain from all of this. Queen Victoria was driven to world domination by the exorbitant size of her phone bill. I would like to put forward the theory that you are the eminence grise behind Imperial Britain, manipulating it as a front for your expanding telecommunications empire!

NARRATOR: Alright, it’s a fair cop – I admit it, but there’s more….

HOLMES: [enjoying this] Oh yes, I was just coming to that – how you’ve managed to have everyone fooled for so long. You claim that the telephone allows people to communicate over vast distances, that it works by [makes inverted commas with his fingers] “electrical undulations” flowing through the wires. But it’s all just a rather clever piece of deception, isn’t it? Your marvellous invention is actually worked by you, standing inside a big red box and putting on a variety of silly accents! Am I right?

NARRATOR: Yes! Yes, but you must listen… ugh! [He suddenly clutches at his throat as though he is choking; HOLMES doesn’t notice]

HOLMES: You thought you could throw me off track by calling Lord Vernon’s phone just as I was about to solve the mystery, didn’t you? But nothing can distract the bloodhound of the law for long, and now I’ve caught you, the most despicable villain of them all!

BELL: [choking] No... no, no - you don't understand... I am... but a slave... toiling under the... yoke of narrative... imperative....

HOLMES: What on earth are you on about, man?

BELL: I did it for… them....

HOLMES: Who?

BELL: They are... beyond this world. I... I only know them as... as the W-....

HOLMES: The what?

BELL: The W-... the W-... oh god! The... Watchers... ugh! [gags]

HOLMES: I don't think I quite....

BELL: No... of course you... don't. But it doesn't matter... now. I've already... said too much. Listen... listen - you must look for them... beyond... the Fourth… W-...

HOLMES: The fourth what?

BELL: [choking]

HOLMES: Come on man, tell me! The fourth what?

BELL: The... Fourth... W-... [lets out a long, rasping breath and falls limp]

[There is a tableau for a few moments, and then HOLMES looks up and brightly addresses the audience]

HOLMES: So, the Watchers beyond the Fourth Wubbleyou, eh? I wonder what he meant by that, boys and girls. You know, maybe we’ll never find out who the real villains are. Never mind – that’s quite enough of this silliness – I think it’s just about time for a final song!

Final Song

