

[image: cover]





Savage


Richard Laymon


[image: Figure]




Copyright © 1993 Richard Laymon


The right of Richard Laymon to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cover photograph © Ingrid W./Shutterstock


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 0 7553 9168 4


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Richard Laymon wrote over thirty novels and seventy short stories. In May 2001, The Travelling Vampire Show won the Bram Stoker Award for Best Horror Novel, a prize for which Laymon had previously been shortlisted with Flesh, Funland, A Good, Secret Place (Best Anthology) and A Writer’s Tale (Best Non-fiction). Laymon’s works include the books of the Beast House Chronicles: The Cellar, The Beast House and The Midnight Tour. Some of his recent novels have been Night in the Lonesome October, No Sanctuary and Amara.


A native of Chicago, Laymon attended Willamette University in Salem, Oregon, and took an MA in English Literature from Loyola University, Los Angeles. In 2000, he was elected President of the Horror Writers’ Association. He died in February 2001.


Laymon’s fiction is published in the United Kingdom by Headline, and in the United States by Leisure Books and Cemetery Dance Publications.


Praise for Richard Laymon:


‘A brilliant writer’ Sunday Express


‘Stephen King without a conscience’ Dan Marlowe


‘This is an author that does not pull his punches … A gripping, and at times genuinely shocking read’ SFX Magazine


‘In Laymon’s books, blood doesn’t so much as drip as explode, splatter and coagulate’ Independent


‘No one writes like Laymon and you’re going to have a good time with anything he writes’ Dean Koontz


‘Incapable of writing a disappointing book’ New York Review of Science Fiction


‘One of the best, and most underrated, writers working in the genre today’ Cemetery Dance




Also by Richard Laymon and published by Headline


The Beast House Trilogy:


The Cellar


The Beast House


The Midnight Tour


Beware!


Dark Mountain*


The Woods are Dark


Out are the Lights


Night Show


Allhallow’s Eve


Flesh


Resurrection Dreams


Darkness, Tell Us


One Rainy Night


Alarums


Blood Games


Endless Night


Savage


In the Dark


Island


Quake


Fiends


After Midnight


Among the Missing


Come Out Tonight


The Travelling Vampire Show


Dreadful Tales


Night in the Lonesome October


No Sanctuary


Amara


The Lake


The Glory Bus


Funland


The Stake


*previously published under the pseudonym of Richard Kelly




THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO BOB TANNER GENTLEMAN AND SUPER AGENT.


WITH YOUR GUIDANCE AND HELP I’VE GONE BEYOND WHERE I THOUGHT I COULD GO.


– ON TOP OF WHICH – YOU SUGGESTED AT LUNCH A WHILE BACK THAT I TRY AN ENGLISH SETTING. SO I DID. SO THIS BOOK IS YOUR FAULT.




PROLOGUE


Wherein I aim to whet
Your Appetite for the
Tale of my Adventures





 


London’s East End was rather a dicey place, but that’s where I found myself, a fifteen-year-old youngster with more sand than sense, on the night of 8 November 1888.


That was some twenty years back, so it’s high time I put pen to my story before I commence to forget the particulars, or get snakebit.


It all started because I went off to find my Uncle William and fetch him back so he could deal with Barnes. Uncle was a police constable, you see. He was a mighty tough hombre, to boot. A few words – or licks – from him, and that rascal Barnes wasn’t ever likely to lay another belt on Mother.


So I set out, round about nine, reckoning I’d be back with Uncle in less than an hour.


But it wasn’t in the cards for me to find him.


The way it all played out, I never saw Uncle William again at all, and I wasn’t to set eyes again on my dear Mother for many a year.


Sometimes, you wish you could start from scratch and get a chance to do things differently.


Can’t be done, however.


And maybe that’s for the best.


Why, I used to pine for Mother and miss my chums and wonder considerable about the life I might’ve known if only I hadn’t gone off to Whitechapel that night. I still have my regrets along those lines, but they don’t amount to much any more.


You see, it’s like this.


I ended up in some terrible scrapes, and got my face rubbed in more than a few ungodly horrors, but there were fine times aplenty through it all. I found wonderful adventures and true friends. I found love. And up to now, I haven’t gotten myself killed.


Had some narrow calls.


Run-ins with all manner of ruffians, with mobs and posses after my hide, with Jack the Ripper himself.


But I’m still here to tell the tale.


Which is what I aim to do right now.


With kindest regards from the Author


Trevor Wellington Bentley


Tucson, Arizona 1908




I love my work and want to start again. You will soon hear of me with my funny little games . . . My knife is nice and sharp. I want to get to work right away if I get a chance. Good luck.


Yours truly


Jack the Ripper


from a letter dated 25 September 1888, attributed to Jack the Ripper


God did not make men equal, Colonel Cold did.


anonymous Westerner




PART ONE


Off to Whitechapel and on to America




CHAPTER ONE


The Gentleman, Barnes


It was a lovely night to be indoors, where I sat all warm and lazy by the fire in our lodgings on Marylebone High Street. I had survived the awful tedium of studying my school lessons (needn’t have bothered with those, really), the servant had gone off to see her sweetheart, and I was perking up considerable with the help of Tom and Huck, who were hatching wild schemes to help Jim escape from Uncle Silas and Aunt Sally. Tom was an exasperating fellow. He never did anything the easy way.


Keen as I was on Mr Twain’s book, however, I kept an ear open for the sound of footfalls on the stairs. And I kept not hearing any. There was just the sound of rain rapping on the window panes.


Mother should’ve been back some time ago. She’d left directly after supper to give her Thursday night violin lesson to Liz McNaughton, who had but one leg due to a carriage mishap on Lombard Street.


Though it was mean-spirited of me, I found myself wishing Liz had kept her leg and lost an arm. Would’ve put a damper on her violining. That way, Mother would’ve been spared the chore of paying her a visit on such a rough night, and I would’ve been spared my worries.


But worry I did.


I could never rest easy when Mother was away at night. I had no father, nor any but the foggiest memory of him, as he’d been a soldier attached to the Berkshires, and was fetched up dead by a Jezail bullet at the battle of Maiwand when I was just a sprout. Growing up fatherless, I had a morbid dread of losing Mother as well.


So while I wondered what had delayed her return that night, I conjured up a whole passel of dreadful fates queuing up to have a go at her. Even in more normal times, she might have been run down by a hansom or attacked by cutthroats, or met some other terrible end. But these were not normal times, what with the Whitechapel murderer lurking about with his knife.


While most of the folks in London knew only what they read in the newspapers, I was quite well versed on all the grim particulars of the Ripper’s atrocities due to Uncle William, who worked out of the Leman Street police station. He had not only gotten a first-hand look at two of the victims right where they fell, but he took a keen delight in regailing me (when Mother wasn’t about) with gory descriptions of what he’d seen. Oh, his eyes merrily flashed with mischief and relish! I’ve no doubt he was quite amused at how I must’ve blanched. However, I was always eager to hear more.


Tonight, awaiting Mother’s return, I wished I knew nothing of the Ripper.


I told myself there was no reason to fear that he might strike her down. After all, one-legged Liz’s flat was no closer to the East End than our own. The Ripper would have to roam far from his usual hunting grounds before coming into our neighborhoods. Besides, it was still too early in the night for him to be out stalking. And he only killed whores.


Mother certainly ought to be safe from him.


But I made my head sore with worrying. By and by, I set the book aside and took to pacing the floor, all in a bother. I’d been at this a while before a door shut down below. That was followed by heavy, staggering footfalls on the stairway. Mother’s step was usually quick and light. Curious, I hurried out and peered down the stairs.


There, struggling beneath the weight of Rolfe Barnes, was Mother.


‘Mum!’


‘Give us a hand.’


I rushed down and took the other side of the rascal. He was soaked to the bone and stank of rum. Though he hardly seemed able to keep his legs beneath him as we wrestled him up the stairs, he mumbled and growled, deep in his cups.


‘We aren’t taking him in, are we now?’


‘We most certainly are. Mind your tongue, young man. He might’ve perished in the street.’


And such a shame that would’ve been, I thought. But I held my tongue. Barnes had a habit of turning into a brutish lout after he’d taken a few sips, going foul of mouth and mean of temper. However, he’d fought at my father’s side in the second Afghan war. The way he told it, they’d been great chums to the bitter end. I always reckoned him a liar on that score, but Mother wasn’t about to find fault with the man. From the very start, she’d treated him like a regular member of the family.


Not that she was gone over him. She had the good sense, at least, to reject his amorous advances (so far as I know). Even after declining his marriage proposal some years ago, however, she’d never turned him away from our door.


And tonight, by all appearances, she had dragged him through it.


‘Where did you find him?’ I asked as we fought our way up the stairs.


‘He’d fallen in a heap in front of the Boar’s Head.’


‘Ah,’ said I. The pub was just at the corner. ‘He was likely waiting in ambuscade, and fell in his heap when he saw you coming along.’


‘Trevor!’


With that, I concentrated on the job at hand.


Barnes grumbled and cursed all the while as we helped him into our flat. Mother responded with murmurs of ‘Poor fellow’ and ‘You’re soaked through’ and ‘You’ll catch your death for sure’ and ‘What shall we do with you?’


What we did with him was remove his coat and settle him down on the sofa. It fell upon me to remove his sodden boots while Mother took off her own coat, then hurried off to make tea.


I reckon it was her mistake, leaving me alone with him.


My mistake, speaking up.


I spoke up mostly to myself. Muttering, really. I didn’t expect a chap in his condition to hear me, much less comprehend.


What I said was, ‘Bloody cur.’


Quick as the words left my lips, his fist met my nose and sent me reeling backwards. I dropped to the floor. In the next few moments, Barnes proved himself quite lively for a fellow far gone with drink. He bounded over to me, dropped onto my chest, and pounded me nearly senseless before Mother came running to my aid.


‘Rolfe!’ she shouted.


He clubbed my face once more with his huge fist. Then he tumbled off as Mother tugged his hair. My mind all a fog, I tried to muster the strength to rise. But I could only lie there and watch while Barnes grabbed Mother’s wrist and scurried up. He pulled her to him and struck her face such a blow that it rocked her head sideways and sent spittle flying from her lips. Then he flung her across the room. She fell against an armchair with such force that she rammed it into the wall. On her knees before it, she lifted her head off the cushion and tried to push herself up.


Barnes was already behind her. ‘Too good for me, is it?’ He swatted the back of her head. ‘You ’n’ your scurvy whelp!’ He smacked her head again and she cowered against the chair, burying her face in her arms.


Barnes clutched the nape of her neck with one hand. With the other, he tore the back off her blouse.


‘No!’ Mother gasped. ‘Rolfe! Please! The boy!’


She tried to raise her head, but he cuffed it again. Then he tugged her underthings down to her waist, baring her back entirely.


I was not so stunned by the several blows that I didn’t flush with shame and outrage.


‘Stop it!’ I yelled, trying to get up.


Ignoring me, Barnes snatched the heavy belt from around his waist. He doubled the leather strap and swung it. With a crack like a gunshot, it lashed my mother’s back. She let out a startled, hurt yelp. Across the creamy skin of her back was a broad, ruddy stripe.


He got in two more licks.


I had tears in my eyes as I swung the fireplace poker with all my strength. The iron rod caught him just above the ear and sent him stumbling sideways, the belt still raised overhead in readiness to strike another blow against Mother. He shouldered a wall, bounced off it, and dropped like a tree.


I pranced around for a bit, kicking him. Then I realized he was knocked out and in no condition to appreciate my efforts, so I figured to finish him off. I straddled him, got a good grip on the poker, and was all set to stove in his skull when a shout stopped me.


‘Trevor! No!’


Mother, suddenly standing before me, threw out an arm to ward off the blow.


‘Stand back,’ I warned.


‘Leave him be! See what you’ve done to him!’ With that, she fell to her knees at the scoundrel’s head and hunkered over him.


I gazed at her poor back. The thick welts were blurry through my tears. Here and there, trickles of blood made bright red threads along her skin.


‘Thank the Lord, you haven’t killed him.’


‘I jolly well shall.’


She looked up at me. She said not a word. Nor was a word needed. I hurled the poker from my hand, then stepped away from the still body and wiped my eyes. I sniffed. The sore, wet feel of my nose got me to look down, and I found the front of my shirt soaked with blood. I dragged out a handkerchief to stop my nose from bleeding, then dropped into a chair. I would’ve liked to tip back my head, but I dared not take my eyes off Barnes.


Mother came to me. She stroked my hair. ‘He hurt you awfully.’


‘He whipped you, Mum.’


‘It was the liquor, no doubt. He’s not an evil man.’


‘Evil enough, I should say. I do wish you’d let me spill his brains.’


‘Such talk.’ She ruffled my hair in a manner that seemed rather playful. ‘It comes of reading, no doubt.’


‘It comes of watching him whip you.’


‘Novels are wonderful things, darling, but you must remember they’re make-believe. It’s an easy matter to dispatch a villain in a story. He isn’t flesh and blood, you see, he’s paper and ink. Spilling a bloke’s brains can be rather a lark. But that’s not life, m’dear. If you killed Rolfe, it would weigh on your soul like a cold, black hand. It would trouble you all your life, keeping you awake at night and tormenting you every day.’


Well, she spoke in such an earnest, solemn manner that I was suddenly mighty glad she’d stopped me from dispatching Barnes. Though I was sure she’d never killed a person, she knew deep in her heart about the burden of it.


Since that time, I’ve sent many a fellow to Hell. I’ve lost more than a trifle of sleep over it. But the greater burdens on my soul don’t come from those I killed. They come because I didn’t kill some rascals soon enough.


Anyhow, Barnes was still among the breathing. It’d be wrong to polish him off, or so we were both convinced at the time, but I got to worrying about what might befall us if he should wake up.


When her lecture ran down, I got off my chair and said, ‘We’ve got to do something about him, you know? He’s likely to be at us again.’


‘I’m afraid you’re right.’


We both stared at him. So far, he hadn’t stirred. But he was snoring a bit.


‘I know just the thing,’ I said, and hurried off to my room. I returned a moment later with a pair of steel handcuffs, a from Uncle William who thought I’d make a fine constable one day and wished to whet my appetite for the calling.


Together, Mother and I rolled Barnes over. I brought his hands up behind his back and fastened the bracelets around his wrists.


We stood up and admired our work.


‘That should do splendidly,’ Mother said.


‘shall I go out and fetch a Bobby?’


Her face darkened. She frowned and Shook her hear slowly from side to side. ‘He’d be carted off to gaol for sure.’


‘That’s where he ought to be!’


‘Oh, I’d rather not have that.’


‘Mum! He whipped you! There’s no telling what mischief he’d have done if I hadn’t bashed him. He must be dealt with.’


She was silent for a while. She stroked her cheek a few times. She flinched once, probably due to the sorry state of her back. Finally, she said, ‘Bill would Know what to do.’


I liked the sound of that.


Bill would know what to do, all right.


Give him a peek at his sister’s back, and he would deal with Barnes in a most appropriate manner.


‘I’ll go and fetch him,’ I said.


Mother glanced at the clock on the mantel. So did I. It was nearly nine, ‘Best wait for morning,’ she said.


‘He doesn’t go on duty till midnight. I’ve plenty of time to catch him before he sets off.’


‘And there’s the rain.’


‘A drop of rain won’t hurt me.’ I tucked the bloody handkerchief back into my pocket, rushed across the floor and hefted the poker. ‘You keep this at hand, and don’t to use it.’


Nodding, she accepted the poker.


I hurried into my room. There, I snatched up my ivory-handled folding knife – another gift from Uncle. I thought to offer it to Mother. A good sharp blade might be better than a poker for helping Barnes to mind his manners. However, I decided she might be loath to use such a deadly weapon, so I kept it for myself.


And a good thing I did so. Later on, it was to save my life.


When I returned to the front room, Barnes was still snoozing. I got into my coat.


Mother gave me a few shillings. ‘Take a hansom, darling.’ Then she forced an umbrella on me.


She gave me a hasty kiss.


I said, ‘Be careful now, Mum. Don’t trust him an inch.’


Then I was on my way.




CHAPTER TWO


I Set Out


From the street, I gazed up at our bright, cheery windows and didn’t mind the cold rain on my face. What I minded was leaving Mother with Barnes. I wished I’d bashed him better. He was bound to wake up and Mother, being so good-hearted and forgiving, would take pity on him.


She’d want to ease his distress. Given half the chance, she’d unlock the handcuffs so he could stretch his arms and get comfortable and take a sip of tea, and then he’d be at her again.


She might have a problem finding the key, however, as I had it in my trouser pocket.


I was feeling a bit pleased about that when Mother came to one of the windows. Spying me, she raised a hand and wiggled her fingers. I waved back, never guessing this would be my last glimpse of her for many a year. Then I opened the umbrella and set off at a quick, splashy pace.


It didn’t take long to reach the cab rank at the corner of Baker Street and Dorset Street, where my eyes lit on the familiar, round figure of Daws. Glad to find him on duty, I hurried over to him. Daws and his horse were both spouting white clouds, the one from a briar pipe turned upside down to keep out the rain, the other from its nostrils as it snorted.


‘Master Bentley,’ he greeted me, the pipe bobbing in his teeth and shaking out a shower of sparks that drifted down and sprinkled the bulging front of his coat.


‘Good evening, Daws. Hello, Blossom.’ I gave the horse a solid pat on the neck. ‘I’m off to my uncle’s, 23 Guilford Street.’


‘’N’ how’s Mum?’


‘We’ve had a spot of trouble,’ I said.


‘Hello. Trouble, is it?’ He gave the brim of his top hat a tug. ‘Bill’s just the chap to set it right, I’d say. Jump aboard.’


I scurried into the cab. It pitched like a skiff in a storm when Daws, at the rear, hurled his bulk into the driver’s seat.


‘Mind yer teeth!’ he called out.


With a snap of the reins, we were off at such a lurch that I was thrown against the seatback. We raced along at an amazing clip. I should’ve thought Blossom incapable of such speed. Her hooves clamored like cannon shots on the pavement as Daws shouted and cracked his whip near her rump. On more than one occasion, dashing around street corners, we tipped and nearly overturned. It was a rousing ride from start to finish, and I should’ve enjoyed it greatly if my mind hadn’t been burdened with worries about Mother.


When I found us in front of Uncle’s lodging house, I leaped to the street before we had stopped.


‘Watch yer step!’ Daws called. Rather too late.


I wasn’t in the puddle but a moment before I regained my feet. With a drippy wave to assure Daws that I hadn’t ruined myself, I ran for the front door of Uncle’s.


But it was Aunt Maggie who opened to my knocking.


She looked greatly surprised to see me.


‘Trevor! And you out on such a night?’ She darted her head about, peering into the darkness behind me. ‘Where’s Catherine?’


‘She sent me to fetch Uncle William. We had a row with Rolfe Barnes, and she’s home keeping guard on him.’


‘Come in out of the wet.’ Though in a haste to be off, I followed Aunt’s instructions. When dealing with the female breed, I knew even then that explanations wasted a passel more time than simple obedience. They’re a thick-headed lot. For stubbornness, they’ve got mules beat by a mile.


‘You’re a dreadful sight,’ she said. ‘You’re soaking wet. You’ll catch pneumonia for sure. What happened to your face? Oh, dear.’ She touched my cheek, which hadn’t hurt much up till she started poking at it. ‘Barnes did this to you?’


‘Yes, and he whipped Mum with his belt.’


Aunt’s eyes widened. Her mouth fell open, then closed a bit and she pursed out her lips. ‘Oh, Bill will just about kill him.’


‘That’s what I’m hoping for,’ I admitted. And wished she would get around, someday, to calling for him. ‘My cab’s ready to go.’ I pointed it out to her. Daws answered with a cheery wave.


‘Bill’s not here, of course.’


Of course.


‘He’s not?’


‘Why, no.’


‘He hasn’t gone on duty yet?’


‘He went off hours ago. It’s this horrid Ripper business, you know. They have him working double shifts so that the poor man’s rarely home at all.’


The news didn’t perk me up. Now, what was I to do?


‘Mum wants me to fetch him,’ I muttered.


‘That’s quite impossible, really, I should think. Would you care for some tea and a bite . . .?’


‘The cab.’


‘Oh, yes. You’d best ride it on home, then.’


‘I’m supposed to fetch Bill.’


Aunt Maggie frowned. ‘Are you quite all right?’


‘I don’t much care to leave without him.’


‘He isn’t here, Trevor.’ She said those words very slowly as if speaking to a half-wit.


‘Yes. I understand. He’s on duty.’


‘Quite. Rest assured, however, I’ll certainly tell him first thing about Barnes and he’ll take the matter in hand.’


‘Tomorrow.’


‘First thing tomorrow. Now, you hurry on back to Catherine.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘Yes, ma’am, is it?’ With a tilt of her head, she fixed her eyes on me and squeezed them narrow. Studying me out. Though I tried real hard to look innocent, it didn’t wash. She nodded to herself. ‘I’ll have a word with the cabman, if you please.’


I hailed Daws. He climbed down off the hansom and scurried for us nimble and quick, puffing smoke. While I waited, Aunt Maggie hot-footed it into the parlor. I heard her clinking some coins. She came back about the same time Daws showed up at the door and doffed his hat.


‘I wish you to return young Trevor here straightaway to his own lodgings,’ she said. ‘I fear he has other intentions, but you’re to mind what I tell you, as I’m paying his fare and giving you a bit of something extra.’ She emptied her fist into Dais’s hand. ‘Ride him to 35 Marylebone High Street, and nowhere else. Is that quite understood?’


‘Quite, quite, yes. Not to worry. Back to his mum it is, or I’m no Daws and I am. Yes.’


She gave me a quick look as if choosing a target, then kissed the bruised part of my cheek. ‘Now, off with you,’ she said.


‘Come along, Master Bentley.’


Polite as you please, I bid farewell to Aunt Maggie and hurried off with Daws.


‘Could you take me home by way of the Leman Street police station?’ I asked.


‘Ah, but I couldn’t do that. Daws gave his word, he did. His word’s his bondage.’


‘But you’re my friend, aren’t you?’


‘I’m pleased to think so.’ He gave me a swat on the back. ‘Now you wouldn’t ask your friend to break his word, would you?’


‘I suppose not,’ I muttered, and stepped aboard.


The cab shook as it did before when Daws climbed to the driver’s seat, but this time it didn’t bound away with a lurch. Daws clucked and Blossom snorted and we started rolling along. I sat there, having lowdown thoughts about Aunt Maggie. She always had been rather a stick in the mud, and now she’d done her best to spoil my mission.


Well, it just wasn’t in me to get carted home like a prisoner.


I’d set out to fetch Uncle William, and that’s what I aimed to do.


As John McSween would later say, ‘You do what you reckon needs the doing, and damn them that tries to stop you.’ Though I wouldn’t be meeting up with John for a spell yet, that was just how I felt about matters while Daws was turning the hansom around.


I jumped out. This time, my feet cooperated. I hit the street running.


‘Trevor!’ Daws shouted.


‘Cheerio!’ I yelled. With a glance back and a wave, I raced around a corner.


I rather expected Daws to give chase, and he proved me right. Blossom came along at a trot and the cab rattled by, Daws keeping a lookout for me from his perch. Well hidden in the dark of an alleyway, I watched them pass.


Soon, they were gone. And so was Mother’s umbrella, which I’d left behind in the heat of my escape. The umbrella was in good hands, however. An honest fellow like Daws was bound to drop it home for me.


Feeling rather proud of my derring-do, I crept out of the alley. A four-wheeler went by, but there was no sign of any hansom, so I returned to Guilford Street and struck out, heading east.


Directly across the road was Coram Fields, and a straight shot up Guilford Street should take me to Gray’s Inn Road. There, a turn to the right would lead to Holborn, which I could follow eastward to the area where a map might’ve proved quite useful if I’d had one at hand.


With confidence born of youth and ignorance, however, I never doubted that I’d somehow find my way to the Leman Street station and locate Uncle William.




CHAPTER THREE


Me and the Unfortunates


And so I set off at a brisk pace for Gray’s Inn Road.


I kept a sharp lookout for hansoms. Daws may have given up on me, but I took no chances and ducked out of sight on the rare occasions a cab came rolling along.


Gray’s Inn Road led me, sure enough, to Holborn. I scooted along at a fair clip that had me huffing and warm in spite of being soaked to the skin.


Whenever I got an urge to slow down, I pictured Mother alone with Barnes, maybe watching out the window and wondering why I hadn’t shown up yet with Uncle Bill. Barnes wasn’t likely to harm her, not shackled like he was. He might even snooze along till morning. But Mother would like as not have a rough night of it, anyhow, what with waiting for me. She was bound to worry. And she’d be worrying all the more if Daws should pay her a visit and tell her how I’d dodged away.


By the time Holborn started to be Newgate Street, I’d stopped dodging hansoms. I even gave some thought to hailing one and taking a ride back home. Dang my hide, though, my pride just wouldn’t allow it. I’d started off to fetch Uncle Bill, and I aimed to get the job done.


Before I knew it, I was hot-footing it past the Bank of England. I cut across the road, rushed on by the pillars in front of the Royal Exchange, and got to Cornhill.


Cornhill went in the right direction, and I followed it. Pretty soon, I was in foreign territory. Leadenhall Street? I’d never been this far east. But east was where I wanted to go.


So far, there’d only been a handful of people about. But that changed. The farther I walked, the more turned up. They roamed the streets, sat in the doorways of lodging houses, stumbled out of pubs and music halls, leaned against lamp posts, lurked in dark alleys. They were a sorry looking lot.


I saw mere tykes and many youngsters no older than myself. Some just roamed about like stray dogs. Others seemed to be having a good time with their chums, chasing each other and such. Every one of them was barefoot and coatless and dressed in rags. They shouldn’t have been out in the cold and rain, but I figured they must have no place better to go.


Some of the grownups wore boots and coats, but plenty didn’t. A lot of the women had shawls pulled over their heads to keep the rain off. There were men in hats with brims pulled down as if they didn’t want anyone to see their faces. Nobody at all had an umbrella, so it was just as well I’d lost mine.


Even without a brolly, the cut of my duds made me stand out all too much. Heads turned as I hurried by. Folks called out to me. Some came my way, but I picked up my pace and left them behind.


They’re likely just curious, I kept telling myself. They don’t mean to harm me.


Mother liked to call such folks ‘unfortunates.’ Uncle Bill, when he had me alone to regail me with Ripper stories, put it otherwise. To him, the unfortunates were ‘a godless crew of cutthroats, whores, riffraff and urchins’ who dwelled with vermin, carried horrible diseases, and would cheerfully slit a fellow’s gullet for a ha’penny.


I figured Mother’s view was tempered by the goodness of her heart, while Uncle Bill’s was likely jaundiced by the nature of his work, and the real truth might fall somewhere in the middle.


The people all around me sure did look unfortunate, but they couldn’t all be ruffians and whores. I’d read enough to know plenty of them worked hard at such places as slaughterhouses, docks and tailoring shops. Some were peddlers, carters and dustmen. They did the hard and dirty work, and just didn’t earn much at it, that’s all.


As I walked along, however, I couldn’t help but get the jitters. Uncle Bill might have a tainted view of things, but that didn’t mean he was altogether wrong.


I kept a sharp eye out.


As John McSween would later tell me, ‘Look sharp, Willy. You wanta spot trouble before it spots you.’


And what I spotted, just about then, was a gal up against a lamp post. Her curly hair was all matted down with rain. She looked older than me, but not by much. Except for a bruised, puffy eye, she was rather pretty. She wore a long dress and had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders. As I got closer, she pushed herself away from the post and took a step toward me.


I pulled up short.


This might be one of those whores Uncle Bill’d told me about.


I got all hot and squirmy inside.


Figuring the wise move would be a quick bolt for the high ground, I glanced across the street. But over there was a legless fellow propped against a wall. He had a patch over one eye and a bottle at his mouth. He wasn’t about to chase after me, but I didn’t much relish getting any closer to him than I already was.


So I stayed my course.


The gal walked right up to me. I stopped and gave her a smile that made my lips hurt. Then I did a sidestep, hoping to dodge her. She sidestepped right along with me. She grinned.


‘What’s your awful hurry?’ she asked. I reckon that’s what she asked. It sounded, like ‘Wot’sur ohfulurry?’ Her breath fairly reeked of beer.


‘I’m afraid I’ve lost my way. I’m trying to find . . .’ There, I hesitated. It might not do, at all, to let such a person know I was looking for a police station. ‘I’m on my way to Leman Street,’ I told her. ‘Is that far from here?’


‘Leman Street, is it? Well, Sue, she’ll take you right there, won’t she?’


Once I’d figured out what she’d said, I felt my stomach sink. ‘Oh, that’s not necessary. If you’d just be good enough to tell me . . .’


But she stepped right in against my side, took my arm and commenced to drag me along. Mixed with her beery fumes was a flowery sweet odor of perfume that wanted to clog my nose.


‘No, it’s quite all right,’ I protested.


‘A young toff such as yourself and you’d be sure to run afoul of the likes of which would do you horrible harm and likely leave you for dead and you shouldn’t want that now should you? Sue, she’ll see you safely along and we’ll get where you’re bound to be going by and by.’


‘Thank you, but . . .’


‘This way, this way.’ She steered me around a corner.


We were on a street even narrower than the one we’d left behind. Several of the gas lamps were out, leaving big patches of blackness. On both sides were lodging houses, many with broken windows. Few had lights inside. I glimpsed people in doorways and leaning against walls and roaming about in the darkness ahead of us.


If I had to be in such a place, I was glad to have company.


‘What’s your name?’ Sue asked.


‘Trevor.’


‘And Trevor, do you like me?’ She pulled my arm so it met up with the swell of her bosom.


Not wanting to offend her, I let it stay.


‘You’re very kind,’ I said.


She gave a throaty laugh. ‘Kind, is it? Oh, but you’re a sweet young toff and a brave one at that.’ She turned her face to me and her beery breath rubbed my cheek. ‘Am I a pretty one?’


Her face was only a blur in the darkness, but I easily recalled how she’d looked under the streetlamp. Besides, I would’ve agreed that she was a pretty one even if she’d looked like the back end of a horse. Just to keep her happy. ‘You’re quite pretty,’ I said.


‘You’d like a go at me, now wouldn’t you?’


A go?


I wasn’t sure what that might entail, but it scared me plenty. My mouth got dry and my heart started whamming so hard I could barely catch my breath.


‘It’s awfully late,’ I said. ‘And I really am in quite a rush. But thank you, anyway.’


‘Aw, you’re such a shy one you are.’


With that, she steered me into an alley.


‘No, please,’ I protested. ‘I don’t think . . .’


‘Now it won’t take any time at all, Trevor, and then we’ll be right along on our way.’


Sue was just about my own height. She might’ve outweighed me some. But I was strong for my size, and quick. Could’ve broken away from her, if I’d tried.


Didn’t try.


For one thing, I didn’t relish losing my one and only guide through dangerous territory.


For another, I didn’t want to hurt Sue’s feelings.


And then, too, I’d never had a ‘go’ at anyone. Here was my chance to learn, first hand, what it was all about.


By the time I decided this was neither where I wanted to do my learning nor who I wanted to learn it from, Sue had me pushed against a brick wall.


She unbuttoned my coat and spread it open. Then she commenced to rub me through my shirt. It felt just fine. But that was nothing to when she rubbed me down below. If this was what having a ‘go’ was all about, I’d been missing plenty. I was all-fired embarrassed, but that didn’t count near as much as the rest of the way I was feeling.


Before I knew it, she’d unwrapped her shawl and lifted my hands and planted them smack on her bosoms. There was nothing except thin wet cloth between them and me. I could feel their heat coming through. They were big and springy and soft, with parts that pushed like little fingertips against my palms.


I knew I shouldn’t be touching her there. I reckoned it was a sin, for sure, and I might be risking hell.


If Uncle Bill could see me now, he’d tan my hide. Mother would likely faint dead away.


But I didn’t care a whit about that.


All I cared about was how good those bosoms felt and how good Sue’s hands were making me feel. Nobody’d ever touched me down there, that was for sure.


Whore or not, Sue seemed just then to be the finest human being I’d ever encountered in my whole life.


Then she fetched me up a whack.


A quick, hard punch below decks.


I felt like my guts were exploding up through my stomach.


She scampered out of reach. I crumpled. My knees hit the mud. As I clutched myself, I heard her call out in a rough whisper, ‘Ned! Bob!’


In a trice, the three of them were having at me. They trounced me good, but I got in a few licks. I caught Sue a good one on the chin, which pleased me greatly. All around, though, I took the worst of it.


They stripped me of my coat and shirt and shoes. But when they went for my trousers, I hauled out my knife and got the blade open right smart and split open the nearest arm. Don’t know whether it belonged to Ned or Bob, but whichever, he let out a howl and scurried out of range.


I got to my feet and fell back against the wall and slashed at the fellows when they tried for me.


They grunted and cursed and leaped away from my blade.


‘Come on, y’ bloody swines!’ I raved. ‘I’ll rip your guts out! Come ’n’ get it! I’ll cut y’ up for bangers.’


Sue stood back, watching, hanging onto the booty.


I kept ranting and slashing.


Ned and Bob finally gave up trying for me. They backed off, huffing for breath, one of them clutching his gashed arm.


‘Well, go in and get him, you fools,’ Sue said. ‘We ain’t got nary a bob off him yet. He’s got a pocketful of coins, he does, I felt them there.’


They both looked at her.


‘Well, go on!’


The one I hadn’t cut took her up on it.


He came rushing at me, growling. He flung out an arm to block my knife. I went in under it. He slammed me hard against the wall.


My blade punched straight into his belly.


His breath gushed out, hot and stinky in my face.


For a while, he didn’t move. I felt his blood pouring over my hand, running down my belly and soaking the front of my trousers.


Then he backed away. He slid off the blade. Clutching his stomach, he took a couple of steps. He sat down hard. From the splashing sound, he must’ve found himself a puddle.


‘Bloody hell,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve been killed.’


Sue and the other fellow bolted.


I was alone in the alley with the man I’d stabbed. He was making awful sounds. Whining and moaning and crying.


‘I’m sorry,’ I told him. ‘But you shouldn’t have come at me.’


‘You gone and killed me dead is what you done.’


‘I’m awful sorry,’ I said. And I was.


He let out a bellow that curdled my blood. I ran. Not out into the street. That’s where Sue and her confederate had gone. Instead, I dashed the other way, deeper into the black pit of the alley.




CHAPTER FOUR


The Mob


I hot-footed around the corner of a building at the end of the alley and almost ran down a woman standing there under a streetlamp. I thought, for just a blink, that she was Sue. She gave me an awful start.


But I gave her a worse start.


She screamed as I skidded to a stop in front of her.


She was much too large to be Sue.


To her, however, I must’ve looked just right for Jack the Ripper.


‘Murder!’ she shrieked, and flapped her hands in the air. ‘Help! Murder! It’s him! The Ripper!’


There I stood, bare to the waist, my trousers bloody, a knife in my hand. Can’t say I blamed her much for getting riled.


‘I’m not,’ I gasped. ‘Please.’


Still shouting and waving her arms, she stumbled backward a few steps and fell on her bum. ‘Help!’ she blurted. ‘Murder! Bloody murder!’


Suddenly, she wasn’t the only one yelling. From all up and down the street came cries of alarm and rage.


The voices had people with them.


People running toward me.


Plenty of them.


I lit out.


They were coming from both sides, so I raced straight across the street, aiming for another alley. Through all the shouts of ‘Murder!’ and ‘The Ripper!’ and ‘He won’t get away!’ and ‘He’ll get a taste of steel from me!’ and ‘Kill him!’ came the high shrill piping of police whistles.


From the sounds of things, I had three constables after me.


Where in tarnation had they been when I was getting attacked?


I made it into the alley well ahead of the mob and chugged along through the darkness wondering if Uncle Bill might be one of the whistle-blowers, but mostly wishing the sounds hadn’t come from so far away.


The folks on my tail had blood on their minds. I reckoned I wouldn’t have none left by the time the police caught up.


While I was still running through the alley, I folded my knife and dropped it back into my pocket. That was a good move. With the knife out of sight, I didn’t get myself jumped by the excited folks on the next street over.


Before any of them took a notion to grab me, I gasped out, ‘Which way’d he go?’ I tried to sound like a neighborhood fellow. The words came out, ‘Wichwydeego?’


Shoulders shrugged. Heads shook.


‘Who?’ asked a man with a clay pipe.


‘What’s going on?’ asked a fat woman.


‘Didn’t you see him?’ I blurted.


‘Ain’t seen . . .’


‘The Ripper!’ I cried out. Then I pointed down the dark, rainy street. ‘There he is!’


Several women started yelling and screaming.


‘Come on!’ I shouted. ‘Let’s get him!’


I vamoosed without more than a few seconds to spare before the mob came pouring out of the alley. Now, I was at the head of my own little mob. It consisted of four men who were all a bother to chase down the Ripper, same as those behind us, but who didn’t figure I was him.


We were fresher than the other bunch. We managed to stay ahead of them. Every now and again, I’d yell ‘There!’ and point and we’d rush around a corner.


This section of town had corners galore. The streets were short and narrow and twisty, chock full of alleys and doorways and courts and just more corners than you could shake a stick at.


By and by, when it looked clear behind us, I grabbed my side like I had a stitch in it and slowed down. The others looked back at me. I waved them forward. ‘Go on,’ I huffed. ‘Don’t let him get away. Went to the right up there.’


They hurried on ahead.


I ducked into the dark under an arch, and not a moment too soon. Along came the other crew. They were looking mighty haggard. One fellow flung up an arm and waved at my crowd. ‘We’re with you!’ he called. ‘Get him!’


The whole bunch hurried by. I counted eight of them. Not a constable in the bunch. Not one in uniform, at least. That made me durn glad I’d outfoxed them.


Well, I stayed where I was for a while, catching my wind and trying to figure out a safe move. Returning to the streets didn’t seem to be it. Not a few folks had gotten a look at me, and even more had likely heard that the Whitechapel murderer was a fifteen-year-old chap running about shirtless.


I had to get a shirt.


Then I’d be all right.


And I wouldn’t be freezing so bad, either.


What with all the action, I hadn’t been bothered much by the rain and cold. But the longer I crouched there in the darkness, the worse I felt. Even though the arch kept rain from falling on me, I was already drenched. Before long, I was all a-shiver. My teeth took to chattering up a storm. I hugged my chest and rubbed my goosepimply arms, but that didn’t help much.


A shirt was just what I needed.


That and a coat and shoes. And a pair of dry trousers, too.


A magic wand would’ve come in right handy.


Lacking that, my only recourse appeared to be thievery. I’d already handled the breasts of a whore and stabbed a man, so turning robber didn’t seem like any great sin.


Besides, it was necessary for self-preservation.


When it comes down to saving my own hide, I’ll do pretty much anything short of betraying a friend. That’s a fact. It grieves me to think about some of what I’ve had to do over the years when it was touch and go with the Grim Reaper. Stealing some duds is about the least awful on my whole long list.


It seemed like a big thing at the time, though.


I’d never stolen anything, up till then. But I sure did need a shirt.


So finally I stood up and stretched out my kinks.


Turning away from the street, I crept through the narrow passageway and found myself in the courtyard of a lodging house. The arch wasn’t over my head any more, and rain was falling on me again. I figured some of the rooms had to be empty, though. All I had to do was find one and break in.


The nearest door, just to my right, was for room No. 13. That ain’t a lucky number, so I passed it by for the moment and scouted around.


A few of the other rooms, further on, had lights glowing dim in their windows. I heard people laughing and carousing in some of them.


But the window just around a corner from No. 13 was dark. It was broken, too, and had a rag stuffed in its hole to keep the weather out. I listened for a while. No sound at all came from beyond the window. That didn’t mean the room was empty, but it gave me hope.


I went back to the door and rapped it softly a few times.


Nobody spoke up, so I tried the knob. The way it gave, I could tell the door wasn’t locked. But I couldn’t shove it open. Figuring it must be bolted from the inside so the room wasn’t deserted, after all, I nearly gave up.


Then it came to me that whoever lived there might’ve used a different door to leave by.


Back at the window, I pulled out the rag. I put my face to the hole in the glass and called softly, ‘Hello? Is anybody here?’


No answer came.


I stuck my arm in through the hole, reached around toward the door, and the very first thing I touched was its bolt! Well, this seemed like the greatest luck ever.


Thirteen might be an unlucky number for some, I thought, but not for me.


I slid that bolt back real easy, then pulled my arm out of the window being careful not to get it cut. After that, I stuffed the rag into the hole just like it was before.


I went to the door and eased it open. It didn’t get very wide before it bumped something. It was wide enough to let me in, though. I entered and stood still, keeping it open for a quick escape. Nobody let out a cry. About the only sound other than my own heartbeat came from outside. That was the rain smacking down on the stone courtyard and splashing into puddles.


If the room had been much darker, I couldn’t have seen a thing. The window and open door let in a trifle of light, though. Enough to let me make out that what the door had bumped up against was a small table by a bed. Not enough to show whether anyone was stretched out on the bed.


Sure hoped not.


Creeping forward, I reached down and felt among the bedclothes.


Probably would’ve screamed if I’d found a foot there.


But the covers were smooth.


Beside the other end of the bed was another table. There was a chair nearby.


Everything in that room was nearby. It was about the smallest room I’d ever seen, and I pitied any person who had to live in such tight quarters. Why, there was hardly enough space for the bed. It was pushed up tight into a corner, and you couldn’t even open the door without whacking the table by its foot.


Standing there, I felt like an intruder on someone’s misery.


But at least I was out of the rain. Even though the room had a chill, it beat the weather outside.


I shut the door. I was about to slide the bolt home to make sure there wouldn’t be any surprise visitors when it came to me that the place didn’t seem to have any other way out. That was quite a puzzle. What did the lodger do, reach through the broken window to work the bolt every time she came and went?


It was a she, I was pretty sure of that but didn’t know why at first.


Then it came to me. Along with burny smells from the dead fire and some other smells like sweat and beer and some I couldn’t put my finger on, there was an odor of perfume that was so sweet it made me feel a little sick.


It smelled the same as what Sue’d had on.


This better not be Sue’s digs, I thought. And I could just picture her coming in along with Bob or Ned (whichever rascal I hadn’t stabbed in the alley) and the both of them cornering me.


I shut that bolt right quick.


And wondered where I’d hide if someone should show up.


No place at all but under the bed.


I hunched down and made sure there’d be enough room for a fellow my size. There seemed to be. That made me feel a little less trapped, so I tried to stop fretting about who might come along, and started scouting the room.


On the table by the head of the bed were a couple of bottles. I uncorked one and gave it a sniff and went woozy with the stink of flowery perfume. Then I tried the other bottle. It was a lot bigger. It smelled of rum.


Well, rum could turn fellows into nasty drunken louts like Barnes, but Mother had sometimes administered a bit of it to me for medicinal purposes. Shaky as I was with the cold and wet, I was in sore need of such medication.


I took a few swallows real quick. It scorched my throat on the way down and lit up a cozy fire in my belly. The stuff chased off my chills so quick I drank some more. And then some more.


Feeling considerably better, I corked the bottle, set it down and did some more exploring.


What I found next was almost better than the rum.


On the chair was a whole heap of clothing. I picked up the items one at a time, and held them toward the dim light from the window for a better look. There were two big shirts that smelled ripe, a smaller shirt that looked like it might belong to a boy, an overcoat, a bonnet and a petticoat.


Well, this was just about the best luck in the world!


Figuring to keep one of the big shirts and the overcoat, I put everything else back on the chair. And jumped a mile when a woman laughed close by.


‘Ain’t you the randy one!’ she blurted.


My heart stopped cold when I saw the rag get plucked out of the window hole.


Quick as I could, I dropped the shirt and coat on the chair and scurried. As the bolt clacked, I belly-crawled under the bed. The door swung open, letting in a chill and the smell of rain. Then it bumped shut. The bolt slid.


‘Ah, Mary, Mary, Mary,’ a man said.


This wasn’t Sue, at least. But I still didn’t relish the idea of getting caught. I tried to hold my breath, and hoped they couldn’t hear my heart drumming.


‘Now let go for a bit,’ Mary said. ‘You’ll be wanting your coat off.’


‘I’ll be wanting more than that off you.’


She laughed.


There was a sound like a coat might make hitting the floor.


Then footsteps. Someone sat on the bed. A match scratched. In the orange, fluttering glow, I saw the booted feet of the man just beyond my shoulder. The woman was crouched at the fire grate. She had her back to me.


When the fire was going good, she stood up straight and turned around.


‘We’ll have it cheery and warm in no time at all,’ she said.


‘I’ve got to be off in a bit,’ the man told her.


That was welcome news.


‘We’ll be quick then, won’t we?’


With that, Mary started to shed her duds. While she worked at them, the man pulled off his boots. Then he swung his legs up. The bed slats moaned a bit, and I knew he must be stretching out.


From my hiding place, I couldn’t see any higher than Mary’s knees. She stood barefoot on top of her coat and clothes kept dropping to the floor around her. Her legs had a ruddy glow in the firelight. Scared as I was, I got an awful urge to scoot closer to the edge of the bed for a better look at her. I was curious, but mostly I was feeling excited like I’d been with Sue before that gal whacked me.


Long about the time I decided to make my move, Mary came hurrying over to the bed and climbed on.


Those old slats groaned and creaked and pressed against my back. Pretty soon, the bed was shaking and jumping. From the sounds Mary and the fellow made, you’d think they were pitching fits. They thrashed about something fearful. They huffed and grunted and gasped. They both used vile language that doesn’t need repeating here. I was just commencing to believe that ‘having a go’ might entail a fight to the death, but then Mary started in blurting, ‘Oh! Oh yes! Harder! Harder! Oh, yes! Oh, deary! Yes!’ If she was being killed, she was liking it. Then she let out a squeal that sounded closer to rapture than to pain.


After that, things settled down. The bed stopped moving. There was some hard breathing as if they’d both tuckered themselves out.


Then the man swung his legs over the side. He got into his boots, stood up and stepped over to the table by the head of the bed. Coins jangled. ‘A bit of something extra for you, Mary,’ he said.


‘And would you care to go again?’


‘Gotta be off, I’m afraid.’ He bent over his coat and picked it up.


‘You wouldn’t want me to be going back out on such a night, now would you? And with that murdering fiend about?’


‘That’s none of my concern.’


‘Be a dear. Please. I’m in arrears. I’ll needs go out again if you don’t give me more.’


‘Take care,’ was all he said. Then the bolt slid back. A chill gust swept over me, but went away a moment later when he shut the door.


Mary let out a sigh that made my heart ache.


I thought about the shillings in my pocket. I’d fully intended to leave them behind in payment for the rum I’d consumed, for the coat and shirt I intended to take. If she had them now, she might not need to go out again.


She would be ever so grateful.


And I knew I’d feel good for doing her such a kindness.


But I was keenly aware of her lying naked on the bed above me. Though I wanted a look at her, I feared what she might have me do.


Also, how could I make myself known to Mary without giving her a terrible fright? Why, she’d likely scream. I’d already had a narrow escape from those who mistook me for the Ripper. One round of that was enough to last me.


I decided to stay put, and leave the money after she had gone.


That was a decision I’ll always regret.


I should’ve scurried out and planted all my money in her hand and risked whatever screams or shows of gratitude she might have thrown my way.


I should’ve done whatever was needed to stop her from going out again.


Well, you just don’t know what’s going to happen in this life, or you’d do a lot of things different.


Even though I wanted to give her that money, I chose to play it safe for myself and stay hidden.


Soon, Mary climbed off the bed. She walked over to her pile of clothes. I kept my eyes on her, hoping for a peek at her good parts, but never saw more than her legs and arms, not even when she bent down to pick up her things.


It was something of a letdown, really.


Though I didn’t know it just then, I would be seeing Mary sprawled out naked on her bed before the night was out. And that was a sight such as I wouldn’t wish on anyone.




CHAPTER FIVE


Bloody Murder


Mary finished dressing and went out the door. I stayed hidden under the bed, figuring she’d reach in through the window hole to shut the bolt.


Well, I waited and listened and wondered what was taking her so long.


Maybe she’d decided not to bother with the bolt. But I was in no hurry to crawl out. If she’d just forgotten, she might come back in a minute or two when she remembered.


Besides, I was feeling pretty good. My fears of being caught had eased off, now that I was alone, and that left me rather weak with relief. What with the fire, the room was warm and toasty.


But I reckon it was likely the rum that kept me pinned to the floor. I’d never imbibed more than a trifle of such stuff before tonight. It had me all lazy and comfortable.


By and by, I figured Mary wouldn’t be coming back to bolt her door, after all, and I’d best grab the clothes and make my getaway.


Being so cozy, though, I wasn’t eager to move on.


Figured to wait a few more minutes.


Well, I drifted off. Right there under Mary’s bed, the warmth and rum and my general tiredness got me.


I believe I slept longer than a few minutes. It might’ve been more like a few hours.


When I woke up, it was too late to skeedaddle.


I hadn’t even heard them come in.


A squeal is what woke me up. It came from right above me on the bed. It wasn’t at all like the squeal Mary’d let out last time. This one sounded full of shock and pain, but muffled as if her mouth were covered. It ended quick.


The bed kept shaking. I heard wet, smacking sounds. And grunts like a man putting a lot of energy behind his work.


Blood started to drip off the edge of the bed and splash the floor beside me. It looked purple and shiny in the firelight.


For a bit there, I tried to believe I hadn’t woken up at all and this was just a horrid nightmare. It was too awful to be happening for real. But I couldn’t convince myself. I knew it was real.


Mary’d found a fellow and brought him back to the room while I was dozing, and now he was busy killing her.


Couldn’t be anyone else but Jack the Ripper himself.


He was butchering her right on top of me.


I wanted to scream, but kept my teeth gritted tight and lay there shivering, the scaredest I’d ever been.


From all I’d heard about the Ripper, he didn’t seem like a man at all. More like a creeping phantom or a raging demon out of the pits of hell.


I commenced to pray in my head that he’d finish up quick with Mary and go away.


Pretty soon, he climbed off the bed.


I figured the Lord had answered my prayers.


Wrong.


The Ripper wasn’t near ready to leave yet.


What he did was stand in front of the fire. It was burning low, giving off just a murky glow and not much heat. All I could see were his shoes and the legs of his dark trousers. Then he tossed in a waistcoat and shirt. His own, I reckoned. They flamed up. He stood there for a bit as if warming himself, then walked over to the chair where those other clothes were heaped up. He returned to the fire. He added in the bonnet and petticoat. With a good blaze going, he came back to the bed. But he wasn’t done adding fuel. He stepped up to the fire again and stuffed in a big blanket.


When that caught, the room fairly lit up and heat came rolling against me.


He got out of his shoes and trousers. He had to bend down to take off the pants, but didn’t get low enough for me to see his face.


Or for him to see mine.


He didn’t add his shoes or trousers to the fire.


He came to the bed again, and climbed aboard.


Mary was probably already dead, by then. But he wasn’t done with her.


He went to work all over again.


Every now and then, he’d say something. ‘Oh, yes’ and ‘Quite nice, really’ and ‘Come on out of there, you tasty morsel.’ He didn’t talk like the East Enders. He talked like a gent. ‘I do believe I’ll have this,’ he said. And ‘Off you come, my charming tidbit.’


Sometimes, he chuckled softly.


Sometimes, he seemed to get worked up and breathless.


Throughout it all, there came the most awful wet tearing sounds and lots of sloshing. I even heard him eat something. There were chewy noises, smacking lips, sighs.


It’s a wonder I didn’t fetch up my supper.


I tried not to listen. I tried not to think about what he was doing to Mary. I tried to keep my mind busy figuring a way to save my own hide.


The knife in my pocket was pressed between my leg and the floor. I could get to it. But even with the weapon in hand, what chance would I have against such a monster? He’d get me for sure if I tried to scamper out from under the bed.


The only thing to do was wait and pray and hope he’d leave without finding me.


I spent a lot of time staring out at the room. There wasn’t much to see. If he had a hat and coat, they were somewhere out of sight. His shoes and pants were in front of the blazing fire. The wooden handle of a tea kettle on the grate was burning. Mary’s clothes were hanging off the seat of the chair. Her dress draped the tops of her muddy shoes.


I was gazing out at these things, wondering about my chances of making a dash for the window and maybe taking a dive right through it to the courtyard, when a gob of flesh dropped to the floor. It hit with a sloshing splash right before my eyes. It was a dripping red mound with a nipple on top.


When I realized what it was, my head fogged up. My mouth filled with spit, the way it does if you’re about ready to toss. I heard a ringing in my ears. Each time I blinked, sharp blue lights flashed around everything. So I shut my eyes, swallowed and tried to pretend I was somewhere else.


I started off pretending I was safe at home, comfortable in my chair and reading Huckleberry Finn. By and by, I turned into Huck himself. I was on the raft with Jim, floating along the Mississippi at night, sprawled on the deck and gazing up at a sky full of stars. It was all silent and peaceful, and I felt just grand. I wanted to drift down the river for ever and ever.


I must’ve been passed out cold.


But then I came to just in time to see the Ripper’s feet right beside the bed. He bent down. My heart almost gave out. I figured he was onto me, and any second he’d be yanking me out from under the bed and slitting me open. But what he did was clamp a bloody hand over the breast and pick it up. He didn’t have a good enough grip on it, though. It slipped out of his fingers and fell again. This time, it landed on its side and sort of caved in a bit. He used both hands to scoop it up.


He took a couple of steps to the table.


Then he went over toward the fire. He got into his trousers and shoes. When they were on, he walked off to the side where I couldn’t see him because my shoulder was in the way. I heard some rustling of clothes, and hoped it meant he was putting on his coat.


There came a sound like creaking leather. It put me in mind of stories that the Ripper was thought to carry a valise like maybe a doctor’s bag, that he toted his knife or scalpel in it, and used the satchel to carry off innards from his victims.


Well, he came back to the bed and stood there, near enough for me to reach out and touch his shoes. From the goppy sounds that came next, I figured he was putting something from Mary into his case.


My mouth filled up again. My ears rang. I saw those old blue flashes. But I hung on.


And finally he went to the door. It opened, letting in a breeze that chilled my bare back and made the fire blaze even brighter than before.


The door shut.


I stayed put.


It was a puzzle, what came next.


He locked the door. He didn’t reach through the window and slide the bolt, he used a key from the outside. I heard that key scrape its way into the lock, heard a loud clack, and then the key pulling out.


I wondered if he’d found the key on Mary. But if she’d had it, how come she didn’t use it instead of reaching through the window for the bolt?


I wondered why I was even bothering my head with such a mystery.


The main thing was, the Ripper was gone.


He might’ve locked me into the room. That was fine, though. I could get out by the window.


I thought about waiting a while to make sure he wasn’t coming back. But what I wanted more than anything was to get shut of this room and all that had happened here.


I scurried out from under the bed, slipping and sliding on the bloody floor. On my feet, I made the mistake of looking back.


There was Mary.


She didn’t look much like a person at all, the way she was carved up. It was so awful, if I did any kind of job telling you about it here, you might get so revolted you’d quit reading my book. Besides, I’d feel guilty for putting such pictures into your head. My aim is to inform you and entertain you with the tale of my adventures, not to give you black thoughts or put you off your feed.


Let me just say, the way the Ripper left Mary, you couldn’t have figured out whether she was a man or a woman. She didn’t have much face, either.


I looked longer than I should’ve, mostly because it took me a spell to figure out what the mess on the bed really was. When I caught on, I gagged and looked away. But I looked away in the wrong direction, so I saw the stuff on the table. Both her breasts, and a gob of innards.


I started to keel over, but somehow stayed on my feet and stumbled to the window. I shoved it open. Tried to climb out, but fell out instead. The cold and rain cleared my head some. As I picked myself up, I recalled why I’d snuck into the room in the first place. But I wasn’t raring to climb back in to fetch any shirt and coat. I saw them on the chair when I pulled the window down, and kept my eyes on them so I wouldn’t catch another look at Mary.


Then I ran through the courtyard. The rain quit when I was under the arch. I stopped running, and leaned out far enough to glance up and down the street, scared the Ripper might be there. I didn’t see him or anyone else. But the gas lamps didn’t give off a whole lot of light, and left plenty of black spaces where someone might be lurking.


All I wanted, just then, was to find my way home without running into more trouble. The last thing I wanted was to meet up with the Ripper. But a close second was getting took for the Ripper myself.


Being shirtless and bloody in the Whitechapel area at an hour like this, I was bound to rouse suspicion in anyone who might see me. That being the case, it shouldn’t matter a whit whether I tried to walk casual or raced along like the devil was on my heels.


At least if I ran, I’d be quicker about getting away to somewhere safe.


I stepped out from under the arch. The rain came down on me. While I tried to decide which way to go, I rubbed my hands together until I figured most of the blood was off. Then I rinsed my chest and belly real quick.


Being lost, it didn’t matter much which direction I picked.


So I turned to the right and kicked up my heels. I went splashing through the street top speed. So much motion started my head to hurting something fierce, but I kept on chugging. At a corner, I checked both ways. My heart did a tumble when I spotted some folks off to the left. One was a constable. Nobody let out a shout, though, so maybe I wasn’t seen.


Safe past the corner, I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t go back and tell the Bobby everything. Just didn’t have the gumption, though. First thing you know, he’d be thinking I was the one that done in Mary.


And I was the one that stabbed Ned or Bob in the alley tonight. Rain or not, there might still be blood on my knife from him. I could throw my knife away. Didn’t fancy doing that, however. Aside from it being a gift I prized, it was my only weapon and I might need it.


So I figured my best plan was to keep shut of constables or anyone else.


Well, I rushed around a bend in the road and pulled up short and lost my breath. My stomach dropped down to my heels.


Not that I recognized him. Cramped under the bed that way, I hadn’t seen enough: just his legs, his hands when he reached down a few times, his trousers and shoes. There was nothing particular about any such thing.


The fellow walking past the street lamp ahead of me wore a hat and overcoat. Below the hem of the coat were trouser legs. They might’ve belonged to the pants I’d seen in Mary’s room. Looked the same. But dark pants are dark pants. From where I stood, I couldn’t see enough of the shoes to know if they were like the Ripper’s.


But he carried a leather case like a doctor’s bag.


That was enough for me.


I just knew, deep down, this was Jack the Ripper. In my rush to hightail, I’d chanced to take the same route as him, and caught up.


What with the distance and the rain smacking down all around us, he hadn’t heard me come around the corner. Or if he did hear, he didn’t look back. He kept on walking, and left the glow of the street lamp behind him.


I stood still and watched.


It’d likely take me hours to scribble out all the thoughts that went through my head then. But they boil down to this: much as I wanted to get away from the Ripper and go home to bed and pull the covers over my face, I reckoned as how it was my duty to follow him.


And that’s what I did, even though it scared the tarnation out of me.


I was fifteen and wet and cold and terrified, and as I followed Jack the Ripper in those dark morning hours I reckoned I might not live to see the daylight.


But I kept after him, all the same.


Here’s the thing.


He was a monster who’d done unspeakable things, not only to Mary but to a handful of other women. He deserved the worst kind of punishment for that. More important, though, there’d be more women falling under his blade if somebody didn’t put a stop to him.


Maybe it was chance. Maybe it was fate or the will of God. But somehow, I’d ended up being the fellow with an opportunity to put the quits to his string of bloody murders.


It wasn’t a job I could walk away from.




CHAPTER SIX


I Tail the Fiend


My plan was to follow the Ripper to his digs, wait till he’d settled in, and then fetch the police. I sure didn’t aim to tangle with him. He’d had a lot more practice in the way of knives, and he was a head taller than me so he’d have me beat on reach. Besides, I was scared witless of him. I’d be doing enough if I just stayed on his trail.


He led me this way and that, picking streets that were mostly deserted. I hung back. I kept off to the side so I could duck into doorways or alleys in case he might take a notion to look over his shoulder.


He acted like he didn’t have a worry. He never once checked his rear. I got a side view of his face a when he turned corners, but couldn’t tell much. Just too dark, and his hat brim shadowed it from the street lamps. All I could see was he had a beaky nose and a weak chin.


I judged as how it might be a good thing to get a close-up look. But I didn’t dare have a go at that. Knowing his face wouldn’t count for much if I ended up dead for trying.


The trick was to stay alive and not lose him.


After a while, it started seeming like a fairly simple trick. He wasn’t being cautious or dodgy. He walked along like a gentleman out for a stroll. I didn’t have a bit of trouble keeping my eyes on him.


Though we sometimes walked by other folks, they minded their own affairs. A few gave me odd looks, but none spoke to me or raised any sort of fuss.


I got to pondering what a hero I’d be for tracking Jack the Ripper to his lair. Why, I’d be the most popular bloke in London, in the whole of England, for that matter. Her Majesty the Queen, herself, would likely honor me. Mother, she’d be just so proud . . .


That reminded me of Mother’s plight, the reason I’d set out in the first place. Well, I hadn’t managed to fetch Uncle Bill, but it didn’t seem very important just now. Barnes wouldn’t be getting out of the handcuffs. Mother ought to be all right.


What I should do, I decided, was go and find Uncle Bill first thing after discovering the Ripper’s lodging place. That way, he’d get in on the glory.


I picked up my pace when the Ripper vanished around a corner. I got him in sight again. He was strolling toward a street lamp, toward a woman who stood there holding on to the post.


She spoke to him. I couldn’t make out her words.


He walked over to her.


There was nobody else on the street that I could see.


I went all soft inside and felt like my heart might explode, it was thumping so hard.


He doesn’t dare! I thought.


I stood frozen while the woman took his arm and snuggled up against him and they started walking off together.


He’d done two in one night before, so this shouldn’t have surprised me. But it sure did. I’d just known he would lead me straight to his lodgings and I’d end up a hero.


It wasn’t about to happen that way, though.


Mary hadn’t been enough for him. He was fixing to butcher this gal, too.


It’d be my fault, if I let it happen.


I dug the knife out of my pocket, pried open its blade and rushed after them.


My father had died in battle. If it was good enough for him, it was good enough for me. I reckoned I might be meeting up with him any second. Eager as I was for the reunion, though, I hoped it wouldn’t happen for considerable more years.


I didn’t want to die just yet. But I couldn’t let this gal get killed, either.


I slowed down a trifle as the distance closed. Pretty soon, I was no more than a few paces behind them. The gal wore a bonnet. Her head was leaning against his shoulder, and her arm was hooked around his back. He had one arm around her. His other swung the leather case along at his side.


They hadn’t heard me yet. I was holding my breath. It helped, too, having lost my shoes to the thieves.


It went against the grain to back-stab a fellow.


I went on and did it anyway.


Charged right up behind him and jammed my blade through his coat.


He let out a sharp cry. I tugged the blade out to get ready for another go. Before I could stick him again, he whirled around. His case clobbered the side of my face and sent me staggering. As I fell on my rump, the woman took to screaming. Then she took to her heels.


The Ripper didn’t go after her.


I’d saved her.


But matters were looking dicey for me.


I scrambled to get up as the Ripper came at me. He didn’t seem to be in any great hurry. He switched the case to his left hand, reached inside the front of his coat, and came out with a knife. Likely the same knife he’d used on Mary.


‘You’re Jack the Ripper!’ I blurted as I got to my feet.


‘Am I now?’ he asked.


It was the same voice I’d heard on the bed above me.


I backed away into the street and slashed about with my knife to keep him at a distance.


His knife was a damn sight bigger. He didn’t swing it at me. He just held it steady in front and looked like he didn’t plan to fool around, just ram it through my gizzard and hoist me off my feet with it.


‘Give yourself up,’ I said, ‘or I’ll run you through.’


He laughed at that. Can’t say I blamed him.


I kept backing away. He kept coming.


I kept hoping he’d topple because of the stabbing I’d given him, but my blade must’ve hit a place that didn’t count for much.


Suddenly, he made his move.


He lunged, thrusting at my belly.


I leaped aside. His blade missed me by a hair, and I whipped mine down. I didn’t have any target in mind, just hoped to slash him somewhere, hurt him the best I could. But what happened, I whacked off most of his nose. It came clean off and fell.


He squealed.


Sounded a bit like the squeal he’d torn out of Mary.


He dropped his satchel and clutched his spouting stub and roared. The sound of that roar made my heart quake.


I made like a jackrabbit.


It might sound cowardly, but I’d had enough. That roar did it for me. He stopped being a wounded man and turned into the monster that had cut Mary into a faceless, gutted carcass. That had eaten her.


I wanted shut of him for good.


And I’ll tell you, I didn’t feel much like a coward as I raced off. I’d done my duty. I’d saved that woman from him and I’d marked him in a way he couldn’t hide.


I figured, if I could only make my escape and live to tell my tale, Jack the Ripper would either disappear forever or end up in gaol next time he showed his noseless face.


I hadn’t killed him. I hadn’t captured him. But I’d stopped his reign of terror.


That’s what I thought, anyhow.


Even though he was chasing after me, I figured he wouldn’t catch up. After all, I was young and quick. And I wasn’t hurt.


From the sounds of him dashing along behind me, I hadn’t lost him yet.


I took a glance back when we were near a lamp, and saw how near he was and shriveled up inside. The knife in his right hand was pumping up and down. He’d lost his hat. His coat had come open, and was flapping behind him. His face and bare chest were black with blood.


He looked like the worst kind of nightmare spook.


I took to yelling for help. Not that I had much breath to do it with. The yelling came out feeble. And nothing seemed to come of it. After a while, I gave up and put all my energy into staying ahead of him.


I dashed down streets and alleys. I plowed around corners. Every so often, something came out of the dark and bumped me. I tripped a few times, but always got up and running again in time to keep from getting killed.


We ran past people sometimes. None was a constable. None tried to help. They all either ignored us or cowered or ran out of our way.


That eager mob must’ve turned in early.


Well, I’d about had as much running as I could take, but I kept at it. And so did he. He wasn’t about to give up the chase. I wasn’t about to let him catch me.


The race seemed to go on for hours. Couldn’t have been that long, really, but it felt like it.


And then I dashed out of a space between a couple of warehouses or factories or something and straight across the road from me was the river Thames.


I made for it.


The Ripper was quick on his feet, but how would he be in the water? If he wasn’t much at swimming, I’d be in fine shape.


I raced out onto a dock that had some boats beside it. I glimpsed some other boats moored a ways offshore, and saw Tower Bridge off in the distance. The bridge gave me a clue as to where I’d ended up, but where I was didn’t count for much. All that mattered was getting into the river ahead of the Ripper, who was clomping along the boards behind me, snorting and growling.


The tide was in, so I figured I wouldn’t wind up pounding myself into the sand.


At the end of the dock, I flung my arms out straight and dived, shoving off as hard as I could. It seemed I was in the air forever. Then the river smacked my front. It wasn’t much colder than the rain, and I was so hot from all the running that it almost felt good. I kicked along, staying below the surface and fighting my way through the currents. No splashes came from behind me, though I’m not sure I would’ve heard them anyhow.


Maybe he hadn’t followed me into the water.


Or any second he might just grab one of my feet.


I changed my angle a bit to throw him off.


I needed a breath in the worst way, but I stayed under and kicked and paddled with my arms. The knife in my right hand was slowing me down. Figured I might have a call to use it, though, so I kept hold. Wasn’t long before my chest felt like it might either burn up or explode, so I surfaced. My head popped out of the water. I sucked in air, and twisted around.
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