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Praise for Oscar Wilde and the Candlelight Murders


‘One of the most intelligent, amusing and entertaining books of the year. If Oscar Wilde himself had been asked to write this book he could not have done it any better’ Alexander McCall Smith


‘Wilde has sprung back to life in this thrilling and richly atmospheric new novel’ Sunday Express


‘Gyles Brandreth and Oscar Wilde seem made for one another . . . the complex and nicely structured plot zips along’ Daily Telegraph


‘Brandreth has poured his considerable familiarity with London into a witty fin-de-siècle entertainment, and the rattlingly elegant dialogue is peppered with witticisms uttered by Wilde well before he ever thought of putting them into his plays’ Sunday Times


‘Brandreth knows his Wilde . . . He knows his Holmes too . . . The plot is devilishly clever, the characters are fully fleshed, the mystery is engrossing, and the solution is perfectly fair. I love it’ Sherlock Holmes Journal
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Praise for Oscar Wilde and the Ring of Death


‘Hugely enjoyable’ Daily Mail


‘A cast of historical characters to die for’ Sunday Times


‘A carnival of cliff-hangers and fiendish twists-and-turns . . . The joy of the book, as with its predecessor, is the rounded and compelling presentation of the character of Wilde’ Sunday Express


‘Wilde really has to prove himself against Bram Stoker and Arthur Conan Doyle when a murder ruins their Sunday Supper Club. But Brandreth’s invention – that of Wilde as detective – is more than up to the challenge. With plenty of wit, too’ Daily Mirror


‘I can’t wait until the next one’ Scotsman
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Praise for Oscar Wilde and the Dead Man’s Smile


‘The murders begin. Highly theatrical ones . . . An entertaining and meticulously researched piece of pop fiction about Wilde and his circle’ Washington Post


‘An entertaining yarn – easy and pleasing to read – with an extensive set of vivid characters’ Gay Times


‘Very funny’ Independent on Sunday
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Praise for Oscar Wilde and the Nest of Vipers


‘Gyles Brandreth’s Oscar Wilde murder mysteries get better and better . . . Positively dazzling. Both witty and profound, it’s also devilishly clever’ District Messenger, newsletter of the Sherlock Holmes Society of London
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Praise for Oscar Wilde and the Vatican Murders


‘Literary and theological references merge easily into a skilfully crafted story that goes all the way to meet the standards set by his two eminent protagonists’ Daily Mail


‘Hugely enjoyable . . . a story that reminds us just how enjoyable a well-told traditional murder mystery can be’ Scotsman
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Praise for Oscar Wilde and the Murders at Reading Gaol


‘What sets the novel apart is Brandreth’s talent for conveying time and place. The barbarism of close confinement has rarely been so graphically and movingly portrayed’ Daily Mail


‘The Oscar Wilde Murder Mysteries just get better and better . . . and this is the best so far.’ Sherlock Holmes Journal
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Principal characters in the narrative


Oscar Wilde
Arthur Conan Doyle


Jimmy, bellboy at the Langham Hotel, London
Martin, waiter at the Langham Hotel


Melville Macnaghten, Chief Constable, Metropolitan Police
Criminal Investigation Department


Constance Wilde, Oscar Wilde’s wife
William Wilde, Oscar Wilde’s brother
Lily Lees, William Wilde’s fiancée


Mina Mathers, artist
Ivan Salazkin, ringmaster, the Russian Circus
Olga Ivanov, acrobat
Tom Norman, showman
Stella Stride, prostitute
Henry Labouchere MP
The Marquess of Queensberry
George R. Sims, journalist
Alec Shand, writer
James Barrie, playwright
Bram Stoker, theatre manager


Charles Dodgson, ‘Lewis Carroll’
Festing Fitzmaurice, former courtier
Sir Frederick Bunbury, Bt.
Major Ridout
Dr Gabriel, superintendent, Surrey County Lunatic Asylum
Dr Rogerson, superintendent, Colney Hatch Lunatic Asylum


The acknowledged victims of the Whitechapel murderer


Mary Ann Nichols, body found 31 August 1888
Annie Chapman, body found 8 September 1888
Elizabeth Stride, body found 30 September 1888
Catherine Eddowes, body found 30 September 1888
Mary Jane Kelly, body found 9 November 1888


Macnaghten’s suspects


Montague John Druitt
Aaron Kosminski
Richard Mansfield
Michael Ostrog
Walter Wellbeloved




Note




I prepared this narrative in 1924, at the time of writing my memoirs. I knew it could not be published during my lifetime, for reasons that will become clear to any future reader. It may be that it cannot be published for many years to come. However, in the fullness of time, I trust it will see the light of day. Any truth is better than indefinite doubt.


Arthur Conan Doyle







New Year’s Eve, 1893


He thrust his knee into her belly and held her head hard against the brick wall. The palm of his left hand pushed up against her mouth and nostrils and he pressed his fingers into the sockets of her eyes. In his right hand he held a small butcher’s knife and, with the force of a hammer blow, he jabbed it into the right side of her neck, just below her jaw. She made no sound; nor did he, as he pulled out the knife and struck again, this time tearing a line across her neck, from one side to the other, slitting her throat from ear to ear, plunging in the knife so deep that the tip of the blade reached as far as her vertebrae.


Blood trickled from her and he stepped back to let her body slide down the wall and slump to the ground. Bending forward, he rolled the woman over, tore open her coat and jacket and blouse, pulled up her skirt and petticoats, and stabbed her repeatedly in the chest and stomach and groin. In all, he struck her thirty-nine times.
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1 January 1894
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‘It was the best of crimes, it was the worst of crimes.’


‘What are you saying?’


‘That’s your opening line, Arthur. “It was the best of crimes, it was the worst of crimes.”’


‘I don’t need an “opening line”, thank you very much, Oscar.’


‘Oh, but you do, my dear fellow.’


‘What for?’


‘For your new book. It must open with that line, it really must—’


I interrupted: ‘What new book?’


‘The one you are starting today – tonight, when you get home. Your account of our latest adventure – the most remarkable of all our extraordinary adventures, Arthur.’ He raised his glass to me. His bright eyes brimmed with tears.


‘You’re drunk, Oscar.’


‘I hope so,’ he beamed. ‘I have made an important discovery, you know. Alcohol taken in sufficient quantities produces all the effects of intoxication.’


Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde leaned back against the mantelpiece and laughed. He was thirty-nine years of age and looked both older and younger. He had the moonlike face of an ageing cherub, with full pink lips; waxy, pale cheeks; dark, arched eyebrows and what he called, proudly, ‘a strong Greek nose’. He was over six feet in height and, though running to fat, still a fine figure of a man because he held himself well. He was unquestionably ‘someone’. He was unmistakably the celebrated Oscar Wilde. He dressed the part. That Monday morning he wore an elaborately tailored three-piece suit of blue Donegal tweed and a broad silk tie that matched perfectly the indigo-coloured winter rose that was his buttonhole. He claimed that the pearl in his tiepin had once belonged to John Keats.


When first I had met Oscar, four and half years before, at the end of August 1889, at this same London hotel – the Langham in Portland Place – he was already famous, though known more for his flamboyance and wit than for his short stories and his poetry. He was rising thirty-five then and I had just turned thirty. I had published the first of my Sherlock Holmes stories, but was relatively unknown still and earning my keep, inadequately, practising as a doctor in Southsea.


At that first encounter – over a convivial dinner hosted by an American publisher who, happily, commissioned stories from us both – I was awed by Oscar’s intelligence and captivated by his personality. His charm was irresistible. His conversation left an indelible impression upon my mind. Intellectually, he towered above us all, and yet he had the art of seeming to be interested in all that we had to say. He took as well as gave, but what he gave was unique. He had a curious precision of statement, a delicate flavour of humour, and a trick of small gestures to illustrate his meaning, which were peculiar to himself. We became friends – at once. And remained friends. And, while we did not see one another regularly, whenever we met there was always an easy and immediate intimacy between us.


That said, as the years had passed Oscar had changed. The gentlemanly delicacy that I remembered from the late summer of 1889 was less evident in 1894. He was as witty as ever (possibly more so), but louder and, it seemed to me, less mindful of others. He gave more, but he took less. There was an aroma of wine and tobacco about him now. His dress was possibly more sober than when we had first met, but his way of life was not. He had become successful as a dramatist. (His play, A Woman of No Importance, had just opened in New York.) He had become wildly extravagant. (The Perrier-Jouët we were drinking was the costliest vintage.) As a husband and father, he had become neglectful of his obligations. There was a recklessness about him that was alarming. Being with him, you sensed danger in the air, and even a touch of madness.


But he was still wonderful company, still irresistible. That’s why I was there, at noon, on New Year’s Day.


‘And lunch?’ I enquired, pulling away my glass as he attempted to refill it. ‘You promised me “lunch and all the news”.’


‘I did,’ he said, filling his own champagne saucer to the brim. ‘And I trust you’ll not be disappointed by either. I’ve ordered potted shrimps and broiled lobster. The chef here is very good and he’s conjuring up a special mayonnaise.’


‘Lobster mayonnaise in January?’


‘It’s to be a picnic.’


‘A picnic?’ I repeated doubtfully.


‘Yes, Arthur, I know you’re a lamb-cutlets-on-a-Monday sort of man, but needs must. We’ll be eating on the move. But, fear not, we won’t go hungry.’ Smiling, he stepped from the fireplace to a side table by the window and picked up a small, dark, glass container. ‘Look. Russian caviar, the best beluga – as enjoyed by Tsar Alexander III and the more intimate friends of Oscar Wilde.’


‘A picnic?’ I said again. ‘In this weather?’


He glanced out of the window. The rain was falling steadily. ‘We’ll be under cover,’ he said soothingly. ‘I’ve ordered a four-wheeler – with rugs.’ He looked below. ‘It’s waiting for us.’ He turned to me and laughed. ‘Where’s your spirit of adventure, Arthur?’


I laughed, too. ‘What’s all this about, Oscar? What’s going on?’


‘I’ll tell you.’ He pointed to the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘In a minute’s time, I anticipate a knock on the door. It will be one of the hotel bellboys – Jimmy, most likely – an amusing lad, cockney and good-hearted. He will be carrying a small silver salver in his right hand and on the salver will be a telegram addressed to me.’


‘And what will this telegram say? “Fly at once – all is discovered”?’


‘Very droll, Arthur. It will say, “Come at once”, or rather, “Come at two o’clock. Bring friend Doyle if you can. He should prove invaluable.” Signed, “Macnaghten.” I shall then give Jimmy sixpence, which he will most probably drop, and we will be on our way.’


‘How do you know the boy will drop the sixpence?’


‘He is very clumsy.’


‘And how do you know what the telegram will say?’


Oscar narrowed his eyes and drained his glass. ‘I have my methods, Dr Doyle.’


As my friend carefully placed his empty champagne saucer back on the mantelpiece, there came a double-knock on the door. ‘Enter!’ cried Oscar. A red-haired, freckle-faced boy of about thirteen years of age came into the room. He was indeed holding a small salver in his right hand.


‘Telegram for you, Mr Wilde.’


‘Happy New Year, Jimmy,’ said Oscar. ‘You may give the telegram to Dr Conan Doyle. Have you heard of him, Jimmy?’


‘Who, sir?’


‘Dr Conan Doyle.’


‘No, sir.’


‘Have you heard of Sherlock Holmes, Jimmy?’


‘Course, sir. Who hasn’t?’


‘Dr Conan Doyle invented Sherlock Holmes, Jimmy. Sherlock Holmes is a figment of Dr Doyle’s imagination.’


‘Pleased to meet you, sir,’ said the boy, holding the silver salver before me.


‘“Honoured to meet you” is what you mean, Jimmy. Take the telegram, Arthur. And you, Jimmy, take this.’ Oscar gave the lad a silver sixpence and the boy dropped it immediately. It rolled under the side table. ‘Retrieve your sixpence, Jimmy, and go!’


The bellboy did as he was told – with some alacrity – and Oscar chuckled happily. ‘Now, Arthur,’ he continued, ‘open the telegram. What does it say?’


‘“Come at two o’clock. Bring friend Doyle if you can. Macnaghten .”’


‘Is that all?’


‘Yes,’ I said, smiling and holding up the telegram for my friend to inspect. ‘There appears to be no mention of my contribution proving “invaluable”.’


‘I apologise,’ he said, taking the telegram from me and scrutinising it with hooded eyes. ‘Macnaghten’s a policeman. I suppose one can’t expect too much.’ He dropped the telegram on the side table, picked up the jar of caviar and looked out of the window and down into the street. ‘Come, Arthur, our carriage awaits. We must be on our way. As you’d have it: the game’s afoot.’
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‘The toast is warm!’
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Our four-wheeler lurched out of the Langham’s ornate portico and turned south into Regent Street. With a schoolboy’s glee, as though it were a tuck box, Oscar opened the picnic basket that the hotel porter had placed on the banquette between us. He handed me a large linen napkin and a china dish.


‘The toast is warm!’ he exclaimed delightedly, scooping a spoonful of caviar onto a piece of it. ‘Eat up, Arthur. We’ll be there in forty minutes, even in this weather.’


‘Where are we going?’ I asked.


‘Tite Street.’


‘Tite Street, Chelsea?’ I said, surprised. ‘Tite Street – where you live?’


‘Yes, Tite Street where I live – when I am at home.’


‘And you are not at home at present?’


‘No. As you see, I am staying at the Langham for a while. The hotel is full of strangers and foreigners. There’s nothing more comforting.’


I raised an eyebrow. ‘Does Mrs Wilde know where you are staying?’ It was a question I felt I knew him well enough to ask.


‘Of course. I keep nothing from Constance. No man should keep a secret from his wife. She invariably finds it out.’ He sucked noisily on a lobster claw. ‘Besides, I was at home for Christmas and it’s well known that too much domesticity is debilitating. It ages one rapidly and distracts one’s mind from higher things.’


I laughed, as he hoped I would. ‘How was Christmas? How are your boys?’


‘Christmas was charming in its way.’ He looked at me directly and there were tears once more in his eyes. ‘The Christmas story is so lovely, but how can one enjoy it when one knows how it will end? Is there to be a crucifixion in all our lives?’


‘And the boys?’ I said again, not feeling there was anything to be gained by prolonging another of my friend’s increasingly frequent maudlin moments.


‘The boys are well, thank you. But exhausting. Now they’re seven and eight they lead such active lives I don’t like to get in their way. The truth is, fathers should be neither seen nor heard. That is the proper basis for family life.’


I wondered if he might enquire after my wife and small ones, but he did not. ‘Christmas was good,’ he murmured, ‘or, at least, untroubled.’ He peered inside the picnic basket and pulled out a silver flask. ‘Do you think this might contain a passable white Burgundy?’ He undid the stopper and sniffed. ‘It does!’ He filled a small beaker and handed it to me. ‘Happy New Year, Arthur. Thank you for answering my summons.’


‘I am always pleased to see you,’ I said truthfully, raising my beaker to my friend. The carriage juddered to a halt. We had reached Piccadilly Circus. Even on New Year’s Day, at lunchtime in the rain, street girls were gathered in small clusters plying their trade. One looked up at me waving a handful of lavender in my direction and called out, ‘Happy New Year, guvn’r.’ The four-wheeler jolted forward and rumbled on.


‘I take it Lord Alfred Douglas is away,’ I said lightly.


‘Yes, Bosie is in Egypt. He’s spending the winter working as private secretary to the consul-general in Cairo. The sun will be bad for his complexion, but the work will be good for his soul.’ Oscar leaned towards me and tapped me gently on the knee. ‘You must call him Bosie, you know. Everybody does. He likes you very much, Arthur, even though you don’t like him.’


‘I don’t dislike him,’ I said. ‘I don’t really know him, that’s all.’


In truth, I felt I knew enough of him not to trust him. Bosie Douglas was a young man of twenty-three, fair-haired, thin-lipped, good-looking (in a very English, weak sort of way), the third son of the 9th Marquess of Queensberry, a spoilt child, a mother’s favourite, a self-styled poet, a young idler who had left Oxford without taking a degree: effete, effeminate, ineffectual – and, in my estimation, a ruinous distraction for Oscar who was infatuated with the boy and lavished time, attention and money on him to a degree that was embarrassing. Certainly I would not have been embarking on this adventure with Oscar now had Bosie been in town. When Lord Alfred Douglas whistled, Oscar Wilde would drop everything to run to his side.


‘I have been very worried about Bosie, Arthur. He has so much promise, but it’s going nowhere. He does nothing. His life seems aimless, unhappy, absurd.’


I helped myself to a spoonful of caviar and glanced out of the carriage window. We were moving south through Trafalgar Square.


Oscar continued earnestly: ‘I gave him my French play to translate last year. Salome. I thought the story would appeal to his fascination with the sacred and the macabre.’


‘And did it?’ I asked.


‘Oh, yes, very much so. He produced a fine translation, but that was months ago. And since then, he’s done nothing. Nothing at all. And empty days lead to sleepless nights, with his health suffering terribly in consequence. He’s become nervous – almost hysterical.’


‘It’s a phase,’ I said. ‘He’s very young. He’ll grow out of it.’


‘Or kill himself.’


‘Now who’s getting hysterical?’ I asked.


‘Suicide runs in families, Arthur. Bosie’s grandfather took his own life, you know – shot himself. And his uncle cut his own throat – with a butcher’s knife.’


‘I thought his uncle was a clergyman.’


‘That’s another uncle – Lord Archie Douglas. Lord James Douglas is the one who cut his own throat – only a year or so ago. He was in love with his twin sister, Florrie, and when she got married it broke his heart and he went off the rails. He tried to abduct a young girl as a sister-substitute, but that went awry, to put it mildly, so he turned to drink and eventually he killed himself.’


‘They’re an odd family,’ I said, not knowing quite what else to say.


‘Anyway, with my encouragement, and his mother’s, Bosie’s gone to Cairo to work for Lord Cromer. The change of scene, and proper employment, will do him good, I trust.’


‘I trust so, too,’ I said, without much conviction, adding, with somewhat more sincerity, ‘And now Bosie’s away, you’re free to get on with some work of your own.’


‘Precisely,’ Oscar answered eagerly. ‘And that’s what I plan to do – what I need to do, in fact.’ We had reached the Thames Embankment and Oscar, looking out of the carriage window and up at the sky, while dramatically waving a forkful of potted shrimp towards the river, suddenly declared: ‘I am overwhelmed by the wings of vulture creditors, Arthur. I need money. I am hopelessly in debt.’


‘But you’ve had two plays in town this year,’ I protested. ‘You’ve made a fortune.’


‘And spent one.’ He looked at me and smiled. ‘Without regret. Pleasure will be paid for. And pleasure must be had. An inordinate passion for pleasure is the secret of remaining young.’


‘As I’ve heard you say before.’


He offered up a theatrical sigh. ‘You see what I am reduced to, Arthur? Repeating my own lines! I need to buy time to create some new turns of phrase. It’s very difficult to be original when one is in debt.’


‘And you have a plan?’ I suggested.


‘I do.’


‘And it involves me?’ I asked.


‘It does.’


‘And Mr Macnaghten?’


‘And Chief Constable Macnaghten – yes, indeed. Macnaghten is to lead us to our crock of gold, Arthur.’


‘The chief constable is a neighbour of yours? Tite Street is an unusual address for a policeman.’


‘Macnaghten is an unusual policeman. He’s intelligent. He’s cultivated. He’s educated.’


I laughed. ‘Does that mean he was at Oxford with you?’


‘No, he went to Eton – that’s a start. And then he went to India to manage his father’s tea estates in Bengal.’


‘He’s a planter turned policeman – that’s a curious kind of career development.’


‘He’s a polymath, with private means. He could do anything. Apparently, he was spotted by a district judge in Bengal who recognised his potential and when Macnaghten decided to come back to England with a view to being of some service to his country, the good judge pointed him in the direction of the Criminal Investigation Department of the Metropolitan Police. He’s now their Chief Constable – and only just turned forty.’


‘Is he a family man?’ I asked, fearing for a moment that Macnaghten might turn out to be one of Oscar’s good-looking enthusiasms suddenly brought into play because of the absence of Lord Alfred Douglas.


‘A family man? Very much so. He has fourteen brothers and sisters.’


‘And isn’t in love with any of them, I hope?’


Oscar giggled. ‘He is happily married to a very pretty girl called Dora, the daughter of a canon of Chichester, and I believe they have several small and no doubt delightful children. The family is a model of respectability.’


‘You like him?’


‘I think I do.’


‘And trust him?’


‘Absolutely. He has a walrus moustache, Arthur, to rival your own.’


‘And this Chief Constable Macnaghten is to help us make our fortune?’


‘Correct, my dear friend. You’re as sharp as Sherlock Holmes today. I need money and you need money.’ He looked at me slyly, his mouth half full of potted shrimp. ‘You have a poorly young wife at a nursing home in Switzerland, do you not? She requires care and attention, I’m sure – and that comes at a price.’ He took a sip of wine and smiled at me solicitously. ‘How is Touie, by the way?’


‘She is bearing up, thank you – and asks to be remembered to you. And to Constance.’


‘And you have children, don’t you, one of each?’


‘Yes,’ I said, smiling. ‘Mary and Kingsley. Well remembered.’


‘And they need nursemaids – and education. Obviously nothing that is worth knowing can be taught, but, even so, schools must be found and paid for. You could bring in more money by writing another of your Sherlock Holmes stories, but you appear disinclined to do so . . . ’


‘I’ve had enough of Holmes.’


‘Very good. But you still need an income.’


‘Indeed.’


‘Exactly. I reckon you need a story that will outsell all that you have done before – and I need a play that will draw the town.’


‘And somehow your Chief Constable Macnaghten can supply us with both?’


‘I believe so,’ murmured my friend, almost purring with pleasure at the prospect.


‘And how exactly, Oscar, will he do that?’


‘By the simple expedient of helping us to identify the most celebrated, the most vile, the most notorious, the most repugnant, the most popular criminal of the age – Jack the Ripper. Was there ever a more promising start to a new year?’
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Paradise Walk
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I rapped my beaker of white Burgundy down on the picnic basket and laughed out loud. ‘We are to unmask Jack the Ripper?’


Oscar glanced up anxiously towards our coachman. Above the rattle of the metal wheels on the roadway, and through the steadily streaming rain, there was no possibility of him overhearing us. Nevertheless, Oscar lowered his voice and leaned in towards me conspiratorially. ‘We are to assist the police with their inquiries,’ he confided, ‘and our reward will be to discover all that they know.’


I gazed at my friend in astonishment. ‘But the police know nothing, Oscar,’ I protested. ‘If they knew anything, they’d have made an arrest by now. They’ve been searching for this so-called Jack the Ripper for five years – longer – and they’ve got nowhere. They don’t know who he is or where he comes from, they don’t know if he’s alive or dead, they don’t even know for certain how many murders he may have committed. They have no idea what his motives might have been. Remember, the most difficult crime to track is the one which is purposeless. The police know nothing, Oscar – nothing!’


‘They know more than you think, Arthur.’


‘Oh, really?’ I said doubtfully.


‘My man Macnaghten is now in charge of the case.’


‘As you say.’


‘The point is: he’s new to it. He was still in Bengal in ’eightyeight when the murders started. He’s come to it with a fresh mind.’


‘And fresh information? That’s what wanted, surely?’


‘He’s exploring “a range of possibilities”, he tells me. He’s been charged with producing a definitive report to put an end to all the lurid speculation – and to get at the truth. And when he does, you will want to write it up, Arthur.’


‘If he gets to the truth, it will certainly be a story,’ I conceded.


‘“It was the best of crimes, it was the worst of crimes” – that’s your opening line.’


‘As you keep telling me,’ I laughed.


‘It has a ring to it.’


‘A Dickensian ring, Oscar.’


My friend drained his beaker of wine. He had now emptied the flask. ‘I never rated Dickens, as you know. One must have a heart of stone to read the death of Little Nell without laughing. But there’s no denying Mr Dickens’ popularity. His books have sold in their hundreds of thousands. With Case Closed – The Truth about Jack the Ripper, or whatever we call it, we can do likewise. You will write the book. I will write the play. The public loves a blood-curdling melodrama. Look at the stage adaptation of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde: standing room only in London and New York.’


‘Your man Macnaghten is the officer in charge of the case?’


‘Yes.’


‘And if and when he uncovers the truth, he has agreed to share it with us – exclusively?’


Oscar was peering out of the window. We had reached Chelsea Hospital on our right: Tite Street was approaching. ‘Not exactly – but we’re near neighbours and fast becoming firm friends. He’s told me a little about the case – and about the report he’s writing – and asked for my assistance – so I am seizing the opportunity. Hence our two o’clock appointment.’


‘Your two o’clock appointment, Oscar. He’s not expecting me, I think.’


‘What do you mean?’ My friend looked at me, perturbed.


‘That telegram just now,’ I said, ‘the one purporting to come from Macnaghten. It wasn’t from him at all, was it?’


‘What do you mean, Arthur?’


‘You sent it to yourself, didn’t you?’


Oscar had replaced his empty beaker in the picnic basket. His hands fluttered before him like moths trapped in a bottle. He was evidently embarrassed. ‘How did you guess?’


I laughed. ‘I recognise a charade when I see one, Oscar. That nonsense of the bellboy dropping the sixpence. You set it up too elaborately. He did it too obviously. You’d primed him.’


‘He’s not a very good actor, I’m afraid.’


‘Nor are you.’ I smiled. ‘For a moment I was almost taken in by your display of Holmesian omniscience, but it was all too pat. I smelled a rat. And now I’ve worked it out. The telegram was a ploy to intrigue me, wasn’t it? A device to get me involved? Macnaghten isn’t expecting me at all, but for some reason you don’t want to see him on your own. Am I right?’


Oscar dropped his hands in his lap and shook his head in contrition. ‘You’re quite right, Arthur. I didn’t think you’d agree to come with me to meet Macnaghten and talk of murder if you hadn’t been invited – hence my playful subterfuge. It was just one of my little games.’


‘Murder isn’t a game, old friend.’


‘I don’t know,’ he answered airily, packing up the remnants of our picnic and returning them to the basket. ‘There’s nothing quite like an unexpected death for lifting the spirits.’


‘You’ve said that before, too.’


We both laughed. ‘Thank you for coming,’ said Oscar. ‘I’ll confess I have been oddly anxious about seeing Macnaghten on my own.’


‘Did he ask you to come on your own?’


‘Not in so many words. He said he wanted to talk about the case “confidentially”. But if we arrive together, he can have no objection to your presence. He will be happy to meet you, I’m certain – and who knows where the interview may lead?’


‘Are we here?’ I asked, as the four-wheeler juddered once more to a stop.


We had reached the corner of Dilke Street and Tite Street, residential thoroughfares just off the embankment, fifty yards from the river’s edge. Our coachman jumped down from his driver’s seat and opened the carriage door. ‘Something’s up, sir,’ he said. ‘The street’s closed.’


We peered out into the rain. A knot of shadowy figures was standing on the pavement and a line of four or five uniformed policemen was straddled across the roadway. There was a hubbub of men’s voices and, in the distance, the shrill sound of short, sharp repeated blasts from a police whistle.


I recognised the signal. ‘They’re calling for a Black Maria,’ I said. ‘It’s either an arrest or a body.’


‘Wait here,’ said Oscar to our driver, as we clambered out of the four-wheeler. I opened up my umbrella and, huddled beneath it, we made our way towards the line of police.


‘Is Tite Street closed?’ asked Oscar.


‘Not if you’re a resident, sir. It’s Paradise Walk that’s closed. There’s been an incident.’


‘There’s been a murder, Mr Wilde,’ said a voice from behind us, ‘in the alley that leads to the back of your house – and mine.’


We turned towards the voice and I raised the umbrella so that we could see the figure addressing us. He was a tall, handsome man of about forty years of age, with strong, clean features, a firm jaw, an unfurrowed brow, sandy, somewhat receding hair, startlingly clear blue eyes – and, as Oscar had told me, a moustache much like mine. He wore a khaki-coloured greatcoat that glistened in the rain and brown leather gloves. He raised his hat as he shook Oscar by the hand. He nodded to me. ‘Melville Macnaghten,’ he said, ‘Chief Constable, Metropolitan Police CID.’ I liked his manner immediately.


‘Arthur Conan Doyle,’ I replied, ‘Doctor.’


‘I know the name, Doctor,’ he said pleasantly. ‘Is it doctor of medicine?’


‘It is.’


‘May I impose upon you for a moment, Doctor?’ He did not wait for my reply. He was a man accustomed to command. ‘Kindly follow me, if you would. I doubt you’ve seen worse, Doctor. It’s an horrific crime. We need to remove the body as soon as possible, but a note from a medical man in situ could prove useful – if you don’t mind. Come this way.’


Briskly, he led us into Tite Street, beyond the line of policemen and away from the group of gawping bystanders. He stopped at the first corner, by a large red-brick building, where two more policemen were standing guard. ‘This is the Shelley Theatre – you’ll know it, Mr Wilde. And this is the alley that leads to Paradise Walk. She’s down here, poor woman – or what remains of her. It’s a messy business, Mr Wilde. You won’t want to look. Wait here. I’ll take the doctor down.’


We left Oscar standing beneath my umbrella and I followed Macnaghten along Shelley Alley. It was muddy and stinking, littered with refuse, broken orange boxes and old vegetables, some fifty yards long but no more than three feet wide – as narrow as the narrowest calli in Venice, and as dark: the buildings on either side rose four storeys high.


At the far end of the alley stood three more policemen, bunched together, hovering over the body of the dead woman. One held an umbrella above her head; another lit a spirit lamp to help me see the full horror of her butchered corpse.


‘Careful, Doctor,’ said Macnaghten, ‘there’s blood everywhere.’


‘I see,’ I said.


‘Have you a notebook?’


‘I have,’ I said, pulling it from my coat pocket. ‘Is this where you found her? Has she been moved?’


‘A knife-grinder found her. Local man. He sometimes leaves his cart in the alley. No one’s touched the body.’


It was a hideous sight – the worst that I had ever seen.


I crouched down and inspected the poor creature’s bloodied remains as dispassionately as I could – from head to toe. Her hair was largely hidden by a cheap, black bonnet, but what I could see of it was grey. Her brow was deeply lined; her skin was pale; her eyes were mercifully closed. Her muddied, bloodied face had been slashed three times: from top to bottom, from her nose to her chin, across her mouth; from left to right, from cheekbone to jaw; from right to left in the same manner. The major wound – the one that killed her, cutting through the carotid artery and all but severing her head – was a mighty gash across her neck that ran from ear to ear.


Her clothing – a black jacket that looked too big for her, a long, dark green skirt and brown petticoats – was torn and in humiliating disarray. Her torso, trunk and private parts were cruelly exposed and fouled with congealed blood. Her feet were bare.


On my travels in West Africa, I had heard stories of ritual killings, but nothing had prepared me for the catalogue of cruelty I was recording here: the woman’s thin and ageing body had been slashed and cut so vilely. I noted:




6 wounds to the neck and upper torso


5 wounds to the left lung


3 wounds to the right lung


4 wounds to the heart


5 wounds to the liver


5 wounds to the spleen


6 wounds to the stomach


5 wounds to the upper thighs and private parts





‘She has been slaughtered and then disfigured,’ I said. ‘With each wound the entry point suggests a right-handed assailant.’


‘A man, I assume?’


‘Or a remarkably strong woman. The neck has been cut cleanly – but with tremendous force. It will be a man.’ I looked up at Macnaghten. ‘It always is.’


‘Not quite always,’ said Macnaghten.


I closed my notebook. ‘It will be a man,’ I said, ‘I am sure of that. The stabbing is concentrated on the breasts, the belly and the reproductive region. There are thirty-nine wounds in all.’


‘Thirty-nine, you say?’


‘Yes. Is that significant?’


‘It might be.’ I glanced up at the chief constable once more. ‘And can you smell anything?’ he asked.


‘Beyond the stench of death and the foul smell of the alley?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘A faint smell of lavender?’


I sniffed the air above the poor woman’s ruined cadaver. ‘No,’ I said, ‘nothing.’


I stood up and felt a moment’s giddiness as I did so. Macnaghten put out a hand to steady me. ‘Thank you, Doctor,’ he said. ‘We’ll do a complete examination at the morgue, but this is most helpful.’


‘From the state of the blood,’ I added, ‘and the degree of rigor mortis, given her apparent age and the cold weather, I would reckon the attack took place some twelve hours ago.’


‘That’s what we’d assumed. Thank you. Will you write up a brief report?’


‘By all means.’


The chief constable nodded to his men and I followed him back along the alley to where Oscar was awaiting us, smoking one of his Turkish cigarettes.


‘How was it?’ Oscar asked.


‘Horrible,’ I answered. ‘The work of the devil.’


Macnaghten looked at Oscar and raised an eyebrow. ‘We can forget our two o’clock appointment, Mr Wilde. Shall we meet at six instead? Would that be convenient for you? At my house?’


‘I will be there,’ said Oscar.


‘Good,’ said Macnaghten pleasantly. ‘We will meet at six, then. And bring Dr Doyle. He could prove invaluable.’
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16 Tite Street
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‘Starvation, and not sin, is the parent of modern crime,’ said Oscar, lighting another Turkish cigarette from the dying embers of the last.


We were continuing up Tite Street, from the corner at the end of the alley in which the woman’s body had been found, towards Oscar’s house at Number 16. The rain had stopped and Oscar had given me back my umbrella.


‘This crime was not caused by starvation,’ I said. ‘Depravity not hunger is the author of the horror I’ve just seen.’


‘The perpetrator may not have been starving, but the victim most probably was. What sort of woman was she?’


‘Not easy to tell. She had been savagely disfigured. She was quite thin, I grant you, but was that age rather than hunger? Yes, her clothes were cheap and mean, and yet . . . I don’t know what makes me feel this, but there was something of the lady about her.’


Oscar laughed. ‘You feel it because you are a gentleman, Arthur, and cannot really believe ill of any woman. She will have been a poor bedraggled creature of the night, murdered on New Year’s Eve by a vicious, drunken reveller – or by her pimp . . . ’


‘Her “pimp”?’ I looked at Oscar, surprised by the word he used. ‘This is a respectable part of town, surely?’


‘This is London, Arthur; that great cesspool into which all the loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained – as you once told me. All human life is here, the best and the worst of it, side by side.’


‘What I meant is: this isn’t Whitechapel, this isn’t Jack the Ripper country.’


‘Perhaps it’s worse. In the East End, you know exactly where you are. Everybody is poor in Whitechapel. There are no exceptions. Destitution and crime are evident for all to see. Whereas in this part of town, they’re not so obvious. They lurk in the dismal back alleys and hide behind the grandest front doors. Confusion reigns. Who’s respectable, who isn’t? Who’s innocent, who’s guilty? Where are you safe? At home or abroad? Nobody knows.’ He stopped in his tracks and looked up and down the deserted roadway. ‘A High Court judge lives in that house there. Mr Justice Wills, a good man, I’m told, decent and honest, but can we be sure? Friend Macnaghten, Chief Constable, lives down there – next to the Shelley Theatre, built by the poet’s son, don’t you know? Yes, Arthur, the man whose mother gave birth to Frankenstein gave birth to that little theatre. It’s quite beautiful inside – and haunted, they say. And just opposite is the studio of Mr John Singer Sargent. I admire his work, but what do we know of the company he keeps? Not long ago, I saw Lady Macbeth ringing the doorbell.’


I furrowed my brow, as I felt Oscar expected.


‘It was the actress Ellen Terry, of course, in costume, coming to have her portrait painted.’


I smiled and gazed along the varied range of handsome, high-windowed red-brick and stucco-fronted houses. ‘And a stone’s throw away,’ he went on, ‘at the end of that alley you now know too well, parallel with Tite Street, lies another street, one of the foulest and filthiest in all England.’


‘Paradise Walk?’


‘So named by one of the masters of irony employed by the borough council, yes. It’s a hellhole, a miserable mishmash of slum dwellings, hovels and tenements.’


‘Who lives there?’ I asked, as we walked on.


‘Poor unfortunates like that woman whose body you have just seen. Old prostitutes, old soldiers, old lags. All sorts: refugees from the workhouse, a few Jews from Poland and Lithuania, even the odd gentleman down on his luck. There’s a former courtier I know who glories in the name of Festing Fitzmaurice. He took to drink and paid the price. Once he lived at Windsor Castle and Osborne House and danced attendance on the Queen. Now he lives in a rat-infested room in Paradise Walk – above a pigsty. The street is rich in livestock: pigs and chickens, dogs and rats.’


He stopped in his tracks once more. ‘And here, in a house that overlooks all that, dwell I.’


We had arrived at 16 Tite Street. I had been to the house before, but did not know it well. It had been Oscar’s home since the time of his marriage, some ten years before, and though a building very much of its type and period – four narrow storeys, plus a basement, with just two rooms on each floor – Oscar had had it done up in his own peculiar style. His friend, the artist Whistler, had been closely involved in the decoration – and it showed. I knew that Oscar had once loved the house very much: I sensed now that he felt almost indifferent to the place.


As we stood looking up at the front door, it opened and a tall, portly, bearded gentleman emerged, pulling the door shut behind him. At first glance, he had the appearance of a prosperous, if not entirely trustworthy, Levantine merchant. As he turned to come down the front steps, he noticed Oscar and, touching the brim of his hat by way of salutation, murmured, ‘Oscar.’ Oscar made no reply and continued to fumble in his pockets, looking for his keys.


The man passed us without further acknowledgement and made his way down the street towards the river.


‘I feel I know him,’ I said.


‘I don’t think so,’ said Oscar. ‘I hope not.’


‘He looks familiar.’


‘He might well. He is my brother.’


‘Your brother?’


‘Yes, my older brother. William Charles Kingsbury Wilde. I can’t help detesting my relations. I suppose it comes from the fact that none of us can stand other people having the same faults as ourselves.’


By now my friend had found his keys, but he did not need them because, as we reached the front door, it opened again and there stood Constance Wilde, smiling and with her hands outstretched to greet us.


‘This is a lovely surprise,’ she said. ‘I thought it was Willie come back, but it’s you. Come in.’


She wore a long, black velvet dress, with a white pageboy collar and white lace cuffs. She looked quite beautiful. Her auburn hair fell down to her shoulders in soft curls. She appeared less tired than when I had last seen her: her eyes sparkled and her cheeks were pink. She was evidently in high spirits.


‘What was Willie doing here?’ Oscar demanded as we stood together on the threshold.


‘He came for lunch.’


‘You had lunch with Willie?’


‘Well, Oscar, I must have lunch with someone.’


‘How much did he drink?’


‘Too much, I’m sure. He’s a creature of habit.’


‘Did you give him champagne?’


‘“What gentleman stints his guests?” – as you are so fond of saying. Yes, he had champagne and whisky and soda. He is your brother.’


‘You are not my brother’s housekeeper.’


She turned to me and drew me into the hallway. ‘How are you, Arthur? You look so well.’ She took my coat and umbrella. ‘How is Touie? Is she gaining strength? I hope so. How are the children? How was your Christmas? There’s so much to ask. You were in Switzerland, I know. You must tell me all about it. You have been skiing. I long for Oscar to take us skiing. The boys would love it.’


‘Where are the boys?’ asked Oscar, removing his own coat and pacing about the hallway like a cat on the prowl.


‘In Oakley Street, visiting your mother.’


‘My sons are with my mother and my brother is with you. This has all the makings of a tragedy by Euripides.’


Constance smiled. ‘Your brother came with a purpose,’ she said.


‘What? He wants to borrow money.’


‘No. He wants you to go to his wedding.’


‘I’ve already told him I can’t go to all his weddings. I went to the last and I may go to the next. I shall sit this one out.’


Constance went over to her husband and put her hands on his shoulders to calm him. ‘He came to ask me to intercede on his behalf,’ she said soothingly. ‘He says you will adore his new wife.’


‘I doubt it. From all I hear he doesn’t like her very much himself. He’s only marrying her because he has to. A not-so-happy event is in the offing, I imagine. He wants me to be there to add a veneer of respectability to the proceedings.’ Oscar caught my eye in the hallway mirror and addressed me over Constance’s shoulder: ‘His first wife was an American lady, considerably older than Willie, considerably wealthier, and considerably more energetic. Willie was her fourth husband and she made short shrift of him, throwing him out of the house after eight months and telling the world he was of no use to her, “either by day or by night”.’ Oscar laughed.


‘Come now, Oscar,’ said Constance, putting her finger to her husband’s lips to hush him.


‘You know it’s true, my dear. Willie’s hopeless and I pity any woman who marries him. This new girl is Irish and frail and penniless. It’s a fatal combination. The marriage is doomed before it’s started.’ Oscar broke away from Constance and gave a heavy, weary sigh. ‘I’m not going to Willie’s wedding and that’s that. I’m going to lie down. You can look after Arthur. I offered him a drink at the Langham, but he said he wanted tea – so we’re here. We can’t stay long. We have an appointment at six.’


And with that Oscar disappeared up the stairs and into his oriental smoking-cum-dressing room.


Constance watched him go and then turned back to me. ‘We had a very happy time at Christmas. Bosie has gone to Egypt, you know – at Oscar’s suggestion – and life here has been much calmer as a consequence.’ She took me by the hand. ‘We shall have tea, Arthur, and perhaps a game of cards, and you must tell me all about the family – and your new book. I’m sure you have a new book. I’m writing one, you know.’


I sat with Constance in the white dining room and we talked. She told me about the book of fairy tales that she was writing and about her boys and their progress at school, and I told her about the book that I had been writing about my life as a doctor and about my small ones – and about my fears for Touie and her tuberculosis. We played no cards: we needed no distraction. We took tea – Constance prepared it for me herself – and we chatted – comfortably, as good friends – and I cannot recall a happier afternoon.


At half past five, as the clock on the sideboard chimed, I asked, ‘Should we be rousing Oscar, do you think?’


‘He’ll be down in a moment, I’m sure,’ she said. ‘If it’s the policeman you are seeing, Oscar won’t want to be late. He’s been anxious about the interview. I don’t know why. Has he anything to fear, do you know?’


‘I’m sure not.’


‘We have money worries, you know.’


‘What author doesn’t?’


‘He seemed quite content over Christmas and then he got this note from the policeman who lives here in Tite Street and he’s been anxious ever since. He moved back to the Langham Hotel on Saturday. He’s been quite distracted. It’s my birthday tomorrow. I know he won’t remember.’


‘I shall remind him,’ I said.


‘Please don’t,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t like me growing older.’
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9 Tite Street
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‘How has your afternoon been, gentlemen?’


Melville Macnaghten had answered his own front door when we had pulled his doorbell on the very stroke of six. He helped us off with our coats and ushered us immediately into his study: a ‘man’s room’, book-lined, comfortably untidy, lit by gaslight, and smelling, reassuringly, of burning logs and pipe smoke. In Oscar’s study the walls were painted pale primrose and the woodwork deep red. Here the predominant colour was brown. Macnaghten himself was dressed all in brown: brown suit, brown tie, brown boots. Even his handsome face had a brown tinge to it. He looked like a man who had spent a good few years in the southern hemisphere.


‘I have rested,’ said Oscar, accepting a glass of brown sherry from our host – having surveyed the sideboard to ascertain that nothing paler or more interesting was likely to be on offer. ‘My friend, Dr Conan Doyle, has been flirting with my wife. He’s a married man, but wholly irresponsible. Nowadays I find that all the married men I know behave like bachelors and all the bachelors behave like married men.’


Oscar stood in front of Melville Macnaghten’s fireplace as though it were his own. If he was anxious about the forthcoming interview, he betrayed no sign of it.


‘And how has your afternoon been, Chief Constable?’ I asked.


‘Grim,’ he answered, indicating a leather armchair at the side of his desk for me to sit in. I took my place and, as I did so, on the desk I noticed a bundle of papers, on top of which was a file marked with one word: ‘WILDE’.


Macnaghten perched himself against the edge of the desk and sucked on his unlit pipe. ‘Grim,’ he repeated, ‘grim and unsatisfactory. We’ve taken the body to the morgue and searched the alley. No sign of a murder weapon. No sign of anything, beyond the poor woman’s blood and some buttons from her torn clothing. Nothing else. We’ll search some more in the morning, by daylight. We have no idea who she might be. None whatsoever.’


‘No wedding ring?’ asked Oscar.


‘No jewellery of any kind,’ said Macnaghten. ‘No one has been reported missing and the house-to-house inquiries have yielded nothing so far.’


‘I don’t believe she is a prostitute,’ I said. ‘My examination was only cursory, as you know, but there was no obvious evidence of a carnal encounter – at least not a recent one. She had been foully mutilated, but, from what I could tell at a glance, the outward condition of her private parts suggested that she was continent in her personal life.’


Oscar raised his sherry glass towards me. ‘You have both a quick eye for detail and a delicate way with words, Arthur. I salute you.’


Macnaghten placed his pipe in the pipe-rack on his desk and drummed his fingers softly on his pile of paperwork. ‘You will write a report for me, won’t you, Doctor?’


‘Tonight, sir. Without fail.’


‘Thank you.’ He turned to Oscar, smiling. ‘And now, Mr Wilde, to business.’


‘Yes,’ said Oscar eagerly, lighting a fresh cigarette and throwing the spent match into the fire grate with a flourish. ‘Jack the Ripper. The curtain rises . . . ’


‘Yes, “Jack the Ripper” – how I loathe the name,’ said Macnaghten, shaking his head wearily. ‘But loathe it as I might, it has caught the public’s imagination, there’s no denying it – and we must either catch the man or prove him dead, or this “Jack the Ripper” business will go on for ever.’


‘It’s a telling name,’ said Oscar, ‘that is why it has caught the public’s imagination. It has a ring to it – like Oliver Twist. And it touches something deep in all of us, going right back to the mythic figures of our childhood. Jack-o’-lantern, Jack and Jill, Jack the Giant-killer . . . Jack the Ripper, Jack the Ripper, Jack the Ripper. Say it softly. Say it slowly. Say it as night falls. The name tells you everything you need to know.’


‘Where does it come from?’ I asked, as crisply as I could, sensing that Macnaghten might not be appreciating the relish with which Oscar was repeating the name.


‘From a letter and a postcard sent to the Central News Agency at the height of the killings and purporting to come from the killer himself.’


‘But not coming from him?’


‘We don’t know. There’s a great deal we don’t know.’ The policeman drummed his fingers lightly on his file of papers once more. ‘That’s why I have been charged with producing a report – a definitive report – that eliminates the speculation – of which there is a great deal – and focuses on the facts – which, unfortunately, are very few.’


‘You will unmask “Jack the Ripper”,’ announced Oscar, raising his glass towards the policeman. ‘I know it.’


‘I will produce a report on the “Whitechapel murders”, as we refer to them at Scotland Yard, and I will leave no stone unturned, that’s all I know.’


‘How many “Whitechapel murders” have there been?’ I asked.


‘There are eleven in all on the file, committed between the third of April 1888 and the thirteenth of February 1891.’


‘And all the work of the same inhuman hand?’


‘Probably not. Certainly not, in my view. Five of the murders are remarkably similar in terms of the killer’s modus operandi – with deep cuts to the throat, specific knife marks on the face, mutilation of the abdomen and private parts, the removal of internal organs—’
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