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Introduction



The looming spectre of the famous Whitechapel serial killer haunts us still. Evil and elusive, he emerged from the foggy East End of London at the end of the nineteenth century, one of the first heavily documented serial killer of note, and his shadow has weaved its compulsive spell over us ever since. Made more emblematic by the fact that he was never caught, of course, leaving the mystery wide open for generations to speculate wildly about his identity, his intentions, modus operandi and the reason he vanished into thin air, both at the scene of the horrible crimes he was responsible for as well as from existence altogether when the murders suddenly came to a halt.


Over a decade back, I compiled, with my colleague and author Nathan Braund, a non-fiction Mammoth volume about the facts behind Jack the Ripper, collecting some of the countless theories about his identity and motives from the prolific pens of many specialists, some of whom proudly call themselves “Ripperologists”, together with a lengthy analysis of all the known facts behind his historical criminal spree. The volume did not intend to solve the mystery, just to offer various handfuls of theories as to what actually happened in the dark, narrow streets of Whitechapel on those fateful nights and to analyse the many efforts to catch the dreaded culprit. At the time it was, so to speak, a state of the art of Ripper knowledge. Needless to say that since, further theories have been advanced by new experts and researchers. And so it will go on and I personally doubt whether the case will ever be solved to anyone’s satisfaction.


Despite the horrible nature of the killings attributed to Jack the Ripper, he has cast a seductive spell ever since in the imagination of readers, historians and the general public and has become a somewhat dubious icon who has been at the origin of what is a veritable industry, both on the page and the screen.


Rather than align yet new speculations and variations on the identity parade of suspects, I thought it would be fascinating to gather a group of both noted and upcoming writers and novelists from the thriller and horror genres to resurrect Jack the Ripper, his aura and his shadow and influence in a series of brand-new short stories, not so much putting the terrible events he was involved in under a microscope, but looking at the way he has captured the imagination of the world and still survives today in the collective unconscious.


Some of the tales are fantastical, others wonderfully speculative, and seductiveness and horror share the page on an equal footing. Many adhere to the known facts and try to offer a new point of view, a look at the man behind the legend and the reasons behind his awful killing spree and his sudden disappearance, while others involve the sleuths and policemen hunting him down, but overall imagination set free was the order of the day and I believe our team of fictioneers have done a wonderful job in bringing the character–and he is indeed now a major character in the annals of writing – alive, albeit even more mysterious and elusive than he ever was.


Enjoy and walk carefully at night through those dark streets!


Maxim Jakubowski
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Barbara Nadel


 


8 November 1888


There were lots of myths about the Irish. They were all Fenians, they were dirty, they lived with pigs. Maybe. What did Shmuel Kominsky know of the Irish? He knew the Burke girls. Four little seamstresses to break your heart – Mary, Concepta, Dolores and Assumpta. All under twenty-five, red-headed with tiny fingers that flew along a hem like birds.


Unlike the Jewesses, they smiled and they didn’t swear like the Cockneys. The Burkes were perfect ladies and, in another, better life, they would probably have all become nuns. But not in Spitalfields. Not even with that brother of theirs forever guarding their chastity.


Albert ‘Bertie’ Burke was a man to be reckoned with. Spare and small, he was a dour type, dark like a Romany and handsome enough to break a woman’s heart. Not that he had. Too busy. People who did his sort of work always were.


‘Come now, girls, it grows dark and if I’m to get back to my business it has to be now.’


Four red heads looked up and smiled. The rest of the women just carried on with their work. They all knew Bertie Burke. Even the most recently arrived immigrant knew what a moneylender looked like.


The Burke girls all curtsied before they left. Little fake ladies in a room full of bombazine and rat droppings. Who did they think they were? Whatever Bertie told them.


The older menschen could tell some tales. Cohen the milliner could remember when the skeleton woman and her boy had come from Ireland. Colleen was her name, probably not even twenty when she’d fetched up on Fashion Street, stinking and almost naked. The first of the Irish from the dead potato fields. Many had followed but none with a child in tow the like of Bertie Burke.


Right from the start the child had worked like a man. Eight? Ten? God alone knew how old he’d been, but he’d done anything, everything. Mainly he’d put flesh on the bones of his mother.


Had Bertie Burke ever had a father? No one, not even the old knew that. But Colleen had married. O’Rourke, the Paddies’ own pawnbroker and father of the four shining girls who took his red hair but not his name. Bertie Burke wouldn’t have it. What he did do was add O’Rourke’s business to his own when the old man died. Now he was king of the pawnshop, of moneylending and was the best fence in the East End of London. He was also emperor of the women in his house and everyone knew it and that included Shmuel Kominsky.


‘Dolores, will you come along now.’


Dolores was the dreamiest of the Burke sisters. And even though Bertie knew that Shmuel Kominsky wouldn’t dare give his sister the sack – not with his brother Hymen in Bertie’s debt – he felt he had to call her out on it whenever she slipped into another world.


‘Ah, Bertie, there’s such a pretty girl up there looking right at you.’


He knew.


He saw Assumpta glance at her sister with something he interpreted as wonder. She was the youngest and yet she knew more than any of her sisters. She knew where they were and what it meant. Flower and Dean Street was the most insanitary thoroughfare in London. Full of low boarding houses, thieves, whores and buyers of Bertie’s considerable expertise. Up from this pit of filth and stink they’d drag themselves to seek him out with whatever they could pinch, whatever he deigned to give them a few coppers for.


‘Assumpta, stop looking.’


If any of his sisters became a low woman it would be that one. Bertie saw how she looked at the young men with the hungry eyes who followed the Burke sisters’ every move. Wouldn’t they like the chance of a fine young virgin on their arm?


He shook her by the shoulder. ‘Behave yourself! You want the Ripper to see you looking at men? You know what he does to bad women.’


‘But I’m not a bad—’


‘Be quiet now!’


He put a finger up to her soft lips. Full and pink. He pulled his hand away.


‘This Ripper sees what he wants to see,’ he said. ‘It’s why I come to collect you all from work every day. Unescorted ladies or ladies who look at men are what he likes.’


‘And ladies who drink.’


‘Yes and that too, Assumpta.’


‘Well, we don’t drink.’


‘No. No, you don’t.’


They walked on to Brick Lane. An old Jewess dressed in rags, her feet bare, shoved a basket of that bread the Jews like into his face. ‘Bagel?’


He pushed it away. The dirt was so ingrained in her flesh he knew it would never come out however much she washed. His hadn’t.


The milkman crossed the road with one of his cows. A Welshman, he spoke little and owed no one and was one of the few people Bertie respected. They nodded to each other, one businessman to another. If the milkman were not a Protestant, he could marry one of the sisters. But he was.


Fournier Street came into view through the gloom. They passed a butcher’s shop and Bertie kicked a nameless lump of something out of his way. On this corner, opposite the Jews’ synagogue, the road became a quagmire of human excrement, mud and animal hide. Shoeless children clutched the bits of cloth they called clothes to their skinny chests and looked at the Burkes with hungry eyes. Bertie knew what they were thinking. Bog-trotting Irish scum!


But he and his sisters were the ones with shoes. Bertie smiled.


‘Mammy?’


The woman in the bed opened her eyes.


‘Are my girls in?’ she asked.


‘They are.’


Bertie sat down. Neither he nor his mother made much of a dent on the soft mattress Mr O’Rourke had bought the sad, beautiful Colleen Burke when he married her. For the second time in her life, Colleen was wasting away. But this time there was no work Bertie could do to make it right. She coughed. He resisted putting a hand on her shoulder. He was her son. She had daughters for the sympathy.


‘I will need to go out tonight,’ he said. ‘Can I get you anything?’


The coughing subsided. She shook her head. She wasn’t an old woman. At most only fourteen years older than her son. But that made her sixty-one, which was ancient for a woman who had lost her soul in the rotting potato fields of County Clare.


‘No.’


What she’d wanted was long gone. Her traveller boy lover to help her rear their baby and then, later, some food would have done. But it hadn’t come. Not for a long time. And then her child had stolen it for her and she’d been so happy. But it had tasted like ashes. Always and forever like dust. Now it was nothing, she couldn’t even think about it.


‘Be careful of the Ripper,’ Colleen said.


‘Mammy he only rips bad women,’ Bertie said. ‘Not businessmen about their legitimate work.’


She looked into his eyes. ‘You know what I mean, Bertie.’


He looked away.


To have a drink in his hands with the Irishman due wouldn’t be a good idea. Arthur owed the bastard money and if he saw him spending what he was supposed not to have on gin, he’d have his liver. A Scotsman once told him that when the Irish were dying in the hungry forties they ate human flesh.


The door behind him opened and Arthur Manning shivered. Even over the sound of the whores laughing and the costers shouting, he knew the gentle tapping fall of those tiny Irish feet.


‘Mr Manning.’


He looked up.


‘Not drinking?’


‘How can I?’ Arthur said. He took his hat off and stuffed it in his pocket. ‘I am financially embarrassed, sir.’


‘Are you indeed?’


‘I am.’


Bertie Burke sat down. Arthur knew that he was sweating but he couldn’t help it. Why had he borrowed money from Burke? He was a moneylender yes, but also a fence. He worked with criminals. He was a criminal. But then who else but a criminal would lend money to someone like Arthur Manning?


‘So if you’re financially embarrassed what are we to do about your sovereign?’ the Irishman asked.


Burke was not a fighting man. He rarely used his fists, which were, in all truth, puny. But he was quicksilver with a blade. And everyone knew it. Some more immediately than others.


‘I will get it to you, Mr Burke.’


‘And how might you do that?’ He leaned forwards across the table. ‘Will you be selling the wife?’


‘No, I . . .’


‘Or maybe you’ll be after not sniffing around the whores on Millers Court any more.’


Arthur felt his face flush.


‘Ah, you know I have eyes and ears everywhere. Don’t try to hide yourself or your vices from me.’


‘I . . .’


‘Mr Manning I have a reputation to uphold here. If I let my guard down, or make exceptions for people, I will have my advantage taken from me and I don’t want that.’


‘No.’


‘Not with my elderly mother and my four maiden sisters to consider.’


‘No.’ He was shaking as well as sweating now. In a minute, if he wasn’t careful, he’d piss himself.


‘So reparation will have to be made. And it’ll have to be seen to have been made.’


‘I’ll get it for you tomorrow. I swear, I will!’


The blade Burke took out of his pocket was thin, shiny and pointed at one end.


‘Put your right hand on the table, Mr Manning.’


It was said so calmly. It was also said in what had now become silence. It wasn’t often possible to hear a pin drop in an East End pub. But when Bertie Burke had a blade out, everyone looked and listened or they got the hell away.


‘Put your hand on the table, Mr Manning.’


He knew what was coming, he’d seen Burke do it before. He knew it wouldn’t kill him. But Arthur shook. And when he finally managed to put his hand down in front of the Irishman, he was ashamed that his flesh trembled.


Men and women leaned across each other so they could see. How many of them owed Burke money? Most. And if they didn’t they were inconvenienced by him in some other way. Shmuel Kominsky employed his sisters, who were good at their jobs but who Burke took out of the Jew’s sweatshop whenever he felt like it. Burke knew everyone’s fears and weaknesses. That, above fencing, pawnbroking and moneylending, was his real skill.


Arthur wanted to be defiant. Oddly he didn’t want to look away from what Burke was about to do. Was that enough? When the silence became too much he said, ‘God Almighty, Mr Burke, I can feel you see my very soul! I’d be willing to bet you even know who the Ripper is, don’t you?’


The stab was so quick, in the skin between the thumb and forefinger, for a second, Arthur felt nothing. But as soon as Burke pulled the blade out it bled hard and fast. And it hurt. Arthur jumped up as if scalded and tucked his hand underneath his left armpit. As he ran towards the street door, he heard Burke say, ‘Tomorrow, Mr Manning, or you’ll not be so lucky next time.’


*   *   *


The Ten Bells was not Burke’s local. He didn’t have one. He knew that as an Irishman people expected him to drink. His stepfather, O’Rourke, had drunk himself to death. But Burke favoured control. He always had.


Once Arthur Manning had left, Burke made his exit. Behind him, he heard conversations, songs and swearing as the Ten Bells went back to normal in his absence.


Burke had imagined that his victim would have scuttled away after his spiking. But he was lying against the pub wall, a woman in his arms tying a rag around his hand. Manning panted.


‘Good night to you, Mr Manning,’ Burke said. His blade, now back in his poacher’s pocket had given way to the cane he always kept up the sleeve of his coat.


‘Mr Burke.’


The woman looked up. Hatless and plump, she was brazen even by local standards. And she smiled at him. She had to know the name, if not the face. And he knew her. One of the Millers Court tarts that Arthur Manning so favoured, her name was Mary Jane Kelly.


Would Manning be stupid enough to have the whore when he was out of cash and in hock? Probably. Burke walked away knowing that Mary Jane’s smile was boring into his back. It was said she was an ambitious girl. Maybe too much so.


9 November 1888


‘Oh, Holy Mary, he’s struck again!’


A boy in the street had shouted it. Barefoot, running through the shit and the mist, he’d looked into Dolores Burke’s face when she’d opened her bedroom window to see what all the fuss was about.


‘Ripper’s done another one!’ he’d said.


She’d put a hand to her mouth before she’d burst out to her sisters.


Dolores cried. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t work any more,’ she said. ‘If the streets are so dangerous now!’


Assumpta shook her head. ‘For whores. Not for us.’


‘And sure Bertie comes to fetch us every day from work,’ Mary said.


‘And if I can’t come one time?’


He stood in the doorway to their chamber, immaculate as he always was in his coal-black suit and silk top hat. But he was pale. So pale he could’ve been ill.


Assumpta took his arm. Even though he was her brother, she was a little in love with her handsome Bertie. ‘Ah, but you always come,’ she said. ‘You’re the best brother a girl could ever have.’


He smiled. Then he patted her hand once before he pulled away. ‘That’s grand of you to say so,’ he said, ‘but If I were ever held up and anything happened to you I’d never forgive myself.’


‘Oh.’ Mary began to cry.


‘And I earn enough for all of us,’ Bertie said. ‘Business is good, you don’t have to work, none of yous.’


Bertie was aware that someone was behind him but he didn’t turn around to look. He knew who it was.


‘But I like to work,’ Assumpta said. ‘I’ve made friends at Mr Kominsky’s workshop.’


‘Mr Kominsky is a crook and a bounder, who pays poorly.’


‘Then why did you let us work for him in the first place?’ Assumpta said.


Dolores, more timid than her sister said, ‘It’s best not to question . . .’


‘No, I want to know!’ Assumpta said. ‘Bertie?’


Dolores and, to a lesser extent, Mary and Concepta too, held their breath. Bertie was the kindest, gentlest brother any girl could have but he didn’t like to be interrogated. Not by anyone.


‘Because I wanted to make you happy,’ he said. ‘Because good girls should be able to do what they want in life.’


It had been Mary who had started it. She’d been to school with a girl called Ruth Katz, who had been given a job by her uncle, Shmuel Kominsky. She’d begged Mary to come with her and Mary in turn had begged her brother. Bertie had, to his way of thinking, caved in. Then the other girls had followed. Then the Ripper had come . . .


‘Bertie, I need a word.’


He turned to see his mother leaning on the arm of Rosie, the kitchen maid. ‘Mammy, you should be in bed!’


‘With women torn to pieces almost on my doorstep?’ Colleen shook her once-red curls. ‘I think not.’


And Bertie looked into her eyes and what he saw there frightened him. He avoided her gaze as he moved in her direction.


‘Yes, Mammy.’


She sat in the chair beside her bed. Lying down was too uncomfortable. It made her feel as if she had a weight on her chest.


Rosie gave her a cup of cocoa and left.


‘Bertie . . .’


He shut the door behind him and took a chair for himself opposite his mother.


‘You didn’t get home until dawn,’ she said. ‘And don’t deny it. I sleep rarely these days. I know. What were you doing?’


‘You really want to know?’


‘I do.’


He sighed. Did she know? Was it worth lying? Ah, but it was his way . . . ‘I was chasing a debt,’ he said. ‘A man who’d rather spend money on whores than pay his dues.’


‘Oh, yes?’


‘Yes.’


‘So what did you do to this man when you caught up with him?’


‘I watched him.’


‘With a whore?’


Bertie said nothing.


‘Or did you spike him before he could get his long johns down?’ Colleen shook her head. ‘I know what you do to get money out of people. And in the old days when we first came here, what could I say about what you did? Bertie, don’t misunderstand me, I’ve always seen the violence in you and of course I’ve known why it’s there. I put it there, may God forgive me. But then this is not about a debt, is it?’


He took one of her hands. ‘You did what you did to save our lives, Mammy.’


‘Did I?’


‘You know you did!’ He leaned in close so that he could whisper. ‘What would your mother have done if you hadn’t . . .’


She put a hand up to stop him.


Bertie sat back again. ‘We would have been dead, Mammy, and you know it.’


There was a pause, then she said, ‘But maybe that would have been better.’


‘What?’


‘This is all unnatural, Bertie, and you know it!’


‘What’s all unnatural, Mammy? What?’


She looked at him and then she said, ‘You.’


He couldn’t speak. His face went white.


‘Because I may be dying but I am no fool,’ his mother said. ‘I know you’ve been out of this house every night upon which these women have been torn to pieces. And I know you, Albert Burke. I know what you really are. You’ve not forgotten, have you? Of course you haven’t. That’s why this is happening, isn’t it?’


Bertie took his jacket off and laid it on his mother’s bed.


She said, ‘Your granny made me have you in the cow’s barn. She told me if you were a girl I was to drown you in the ocean. Girls had no value except as sex for the English. She made us live in that cow barn until all the people she feared would laugh at a gypsy’s bastard had become corpses. Then she died. We dug her grave. Do you remember?’


Bertie removed his boots. He didn’t dare think.


‘You do, I know,’ Colleen said. ‘I also know that what you’re doing now is in place of words you cannot say. I’m aware I deserve it. But what was I to do?’


He unbuttoned his waistcoat.


‘There are people like you all over Ireland. It’s how many survived. If the potatoes hadn’t rotted in the earth you would’ve gone to work for an English landlord and you would’ve had a job and a life.’


‘Like the one I have here?’ He threw his waistcoat on the floor.


‘Ah, Bertie . . .’


‘I’ll pick it up later.’


‘What’s that?’


There was a patch, a stain of dark red on the front of his shirt.


He began to unfasten the buttons.


‘Women have always made passes at me.’


‘You look like your father,’ Colleen said. ‘Like a prince of Arabia.’


‘An ageing prince of Arabia,’ he said. ‘You know these women, Mammy? The ones who try to pull me into doorways, lift their skirts and puff their ancient alcoholic breath in my face? These days they are old whores.’


‘Rosie told me the woman who died last night was a girl . . .’


‘Young but gin soaked, riddled with the pox. Makes you realise that life has passed and you’ve never been touched as you should.’


He threw the shirt to the floor and then the vest beneath it and stood before his mother, bare-chested.


The once-fine breasts, the two of them, squashed and flattened with rags for so many years, hung flat against prominent ribs, their nipples almost touching the waistband of Bertie’s trousers.


Colleen’s eyes filled with tears. She hadn’t seen Bertie unclothed for over twenty years.


‘Who would touch this, Mammy? And I mean a man because it is men that are my preference.’


‘You are a girl. Still.’ Looking made her wince. Then she saw the oozing blood.


Bertie, following her eyes, said, ‘She stabbed me.’


‘The girl . . .’


‘Mary Kelly. Young, as you say. She fought. Turned my own blade against me, the bitch.’


‘You must get a doctor to your wound.’


‘No.’ Bertie sat on Colleen’s bed. ‘It’ll heal. And, if it doesn’t, it’s the end anyway. Isn’t that why you called me to you? So it could end?’


Bertie’s head drooped. ‘And when you hear the details of her death, you’ll not want me for your child, Mammy. She beckoned me in after servicing a man who owes me money. She told me she’d always wanted me. I knew that. I’d seen the way she looked at me. You think part of me doesn’t want to be a real man? I’m nothing as I am! But I’m not a man and I want to be loved as a woman. Days come when I want to cut every cunt out of every woman in this world. The dirty whores! But I want what they have too and the fact I’ll never have it makes me a madman.’


Colleen leaned forward and stroked Bertie’s face. ‘I did you such a wrong,’ she said. ‘But there was always an excuse for it. First your granny, then, as you grew, so you’d get work, so the English landlords wouldn’t get you in the family way. Then we came here and I should’ve stopped it . . .’


Bertie kissed her. ‘Mammy, we were all but dead when we came here. What would I have done as a girl? I would’ve gone on the streets like Kelly and Eddowes and Stride. I would’ve ended up an old whore. I’d be dead of the pox by now. As it was, I worked as a man and got respect as a man and it’s not your fault that the price was so high for me.’


‘And you saved me from the streets, my lovely child.’


Bertie looked away.


‘And now it’s made you this,’ Colleen said. ‘You have to stop, Bertie. Now.’


‘I know. But, Mammy, there’s only one way to do that,’ Bertie said. ‘And I fear for you and the girls. I make good money.’


‘And you think that your sisters can’t run a pawnshop? You think that just the name of Bertie Burke won’t protect them? You underestimate what you’ve done. Those girls are bright and sharp and without you they will have to be their own protection. And the Ripper will be gone then, won’t he?’


Bertie began to dress. ‘When the girls have gone to work, I’ll go.’


Colleen nodded. ‘You may have anything in my wardrobe that will fit you. And you must take some money.’


‘No.’


‘Yes.’ She grabbed his arm. ‘You’ll need money as a woman alone. I know. God Almighty, Bertie, if you hadn’t done these terrible things, do you think I’d ever let you go? I love you. You are my beloved child! This consumption that will kill me soon will be a blessing when you have gone. I don’t want to live without you in my life!’


She cried.


Bertie circled her with the arms of a man for the last time and said, ‘Then we will both welcome death, Mammy, because then I will see you again.’


Bertie Burke left Colleen’s room, never to return.


2 February 2015


The above represents a fictional account of the story that was told to my grandmother, Eunice, by her mother Dolores Burke. Too upset to go to work on the 9 November 1888, Dolores was in the house when Bertie Burke left and she witnessed her mother’s consequent distress. Colleen Burke only ever told Dolores the truth about Bertie and, as far as I know, she never, ever passed that knowledge on to any living soul except my grandmother. Whether it’s true or not is another matter. What is known is that after Bertie Burke left Spitalfields, the Ripper murders stopped.


Forcing girls into men’s clothes so they could work for better wages was common in Ireland in the nineteenth century and so there were lots of ‘Berties’ at one time. Where my Great-great-uncle Bertie went and whether he ever wore his mother’s clothes and found love with a man isn’t known. I like to think that he did. There is a story about a skinny little Irish woman, handy with a blade by all accounts, who ran a moneylending operation in Southwark in the 1890s. Known only by the name Clare she never had a man and, by all accounts, spent any time away from her business in church. Bertie had been born in County Clare. And, although the family was never religious, did he finally atone for his crimes in the arms of the Church? Or was he praying for death so he could be reunited with his mother?


It will never be known now. But then will the identity of the real Ripper ever come to light? Could all of the above just be a family fairy tale told to further demonise the oppressors of ‘fallen’ women and the evils of the British Empire? I can only leave you with questions, reader. Because they are all that I have.


Bernadette Mary Elizabeth Chisholm
(known by her mates as ‘Bertie’).





The Guided Tour



Rhys Hughes


 


Yes, he felt uncomfortable about the ethics of what he did. After all, it was the misery and terror of real people he was exploiting. They truly had lived once upon a grimy time, had endured the appalling violence and died in loneliness and agony. And now he was here to benefit from the gory tragedies, to make a vocation from being a ghoul. But no one thought him vile. It was a respectable thing to do, helping to keep history alive.


He told himself this again and again but it didn’t make him feel better. He was naturally too pensive, he decided, and really he ought to learn to grin wider with his mouth and smile with his eyes at the same time. So he attempted these minor contortions with his reflection but something was always wrong with the mirrors in his house, for they all just showed the same dour figure as before and none of the cheerfulness came back at him.


The crucial factor, he knew, was the separation in time between the crime and its utility as heritage. The more years in this respect, the less parasitical the process, the more morally acceptable it was.


But the results would inevitably be less accurate.


True, he was getting better and better at his job and really ought to take at least some comfort and pride from this fact. He remembered how he had started out, not exactly nervous but awkward and perhaps a little feverish, his mind full of interesting facts but a constriction in his throat that made his voice hoarse. It was always going to be difficult to jump into the deep end of this profession, to be instantly suave and capable and efficient.


His very first day he had been with mentors, two of them, who were there to support him, but he felt the pressure of their scrutiny as a negative force. On the corner of Brick Lane and Wentworth Street, he had taken a deep breath and regaled his audience with the details of the murder that had taken place here and how the victim was subjected to an assault involving a blunt instrument tearing her perineum. “Like this and that, my friends.”


Gestures came only a little more easily to him than the words did, but the mentors seemed satisfied. They nodded approvingly and, when the description was done, they continued strolling along together. Later, back in his too-narrow dwelling, he went through his act again and dismay filled him that it all flowed more smoothly and amusingly now he was alone. “But few authorities believe that she was actually a victim of the Ripper . . .”


His mentors he would never see again. He had no clear idea of who they were anyway, or what qualified them to judge.


A re-enactment of the re-enactment and then a nightcap before bed, the brandy fumes stinging his eyes as he fluttered his eyelids on the pillow in sleep, jolting him awake periodically. But his dreams were untroubled, surely because he did feel confident that he was able to refine and keep refining to perfection. The next time he would be alone, without fraternal encouragement, and so in a sense that would be his actual loss of virginity.


But he was no longer scared by the prospect, because the ordeal would be a secret initiation ceremony, his shyness known only to himself. His audiences were more experienced than he was at this game, but not more in control. They might appear blasé, jaded, having done all this before an uncountable number of times in some cases. Yet he was always ultimately in charge, a facilitator of fate with the rigours of a fixed itinerary on his side.


It was almost as if his timetable was a sordid and human equivalent of a meteorological forecast, not quite inevitable or flawlessly accurate, subject to a number of delays and misinterpretations of force and duration, but good enough for practical purposes. “More generally accepted as his first victim, she ended up sprawled on the first-floor landing. This makes her important. The puddle of her blood spread slowly into a regular ellipse.”


He experimented with different accents, with style.


Even if he failed to impress sufficiently next time, the blame would partly be with them, not his responsibility alone. They had to react properly, contribute to the drama, throw their gasps at him and roll their eyes. Audiences are part of the act too, they can be more shy than those on stage, especially when the stage is on the same level as they are, when the footlights are the reflections of street lamps and moonbeams on glistening pavements.


The build-up was crucial to the success of every tour. The incidentals and tangents assisted not only in setting the scene, coagulating the right atmosphere, but proved to be fascinating in their own right. Little things, everyday details, an accumulation of trivialities, as if building the monster from human parts. And, of course, there had to be leeway, speculations presented as likelihoods, the myths communicated as true history. That was his duty.


“This is a public house he might have drunk beer in. Here he was spotted by a witness who later described him to the police. Perhaps he bought the paper for the first letter he sent to Scotland Yard at that stationery shop. Can you now understand the panic, the morbid curiosity, the perverse arousal felt by so many inhabitants of this great city at the exploits of this diabolic creature who moved mysteriously among them, can you almost feel it?”


Clichés when boomed out can still be effective.


It is all about projection, both of resonance and shadows. Sending out a palpable series of waves of swirling darkness.


His voice lost its hoarseness and ripened deeply until it had a true retired actor’s timbre, an assurance that would put anyone at their ease, that even made him feel safe as he caught its echoes from stone walls in alleys, courtyards and doorways. “The first to be abdominally mutilated, here in Buck’s Row, and in the minds of the press and public the first genuine victim, the first kosher victim if you will excuse me for putting it that way, and so . . .”


He was torn between putting greater emphasis on the gory technicalities and highlighting the social aspects, the context that surrounded every slaying, the poverty and desperation, the general brutality of a world that comfortably framed such acts of explosive specific savagery. Also he wanted to make them laugh, an occasional chuckle and snort here and there, not so much to lighten a mood that was thickly black but to mock mirth itself.


And like so many performances in other art forms, such as music and drama and dance, there had to be a crescendo at the end. Something bigger and better than what had come so far, a logical conclusion, an instant of supreme triumph, a culmination that was an ending but also an analysis, a singular act that while unique was also a repository for all that had previously occurred, a destination but one in flesh, so that the hard voyage might be over.


For there was no doubt in his mind that the murders were a journey into the gathering dusk of the landscape of the human soul, in the same way that his tours were movements along those veins and pipes called city streets, and that these inner and outer pilgrimages were not open-ended but heading deliberately for a place of rest, a refuge. It was a temporary role for him, this progress along the network of death, and there would be peace at last.


Pinpricks on a map. Stab wounds in bodies. The correlation had a touch of voodoo about it, contrived black magic. Hanbury Street and a folded leather apron. Dutfield’s Yard and black grape stains on a handkerchief. Mitre Square and the boot buttons. He paced himself well, gathering strength and momentum for what everyone knew was the focal point of the entire business, the climax of the raucous symphony, the last page of the banned book.


Namely, the comprehensive and thorough disembowelling of a woman in a place where there was little risk of disturbance, the back room of a sordid little house in Dorset Street. His preparations were impeccable. He dressed with more than usual care, trimmed the moustache he had cultivated especially for the job, wrote out and revised his speech and learned it by heart, not trusting this time to his skills at improvisation. There was too much at stake.


He was so prepared that he felt he had springs embedded in his heels, that he could jump clear over roofs, cushion any shock.


“And the viciousness of this particular attack is why it deserves attention more than those that preceded it. There is something absolutely definitive about it. We might even say that it contains the others as if they are subsets. Or to take an alternative approach we could compare it to a perfect flower arrangement in which previous flowers have been sacrificed in order to understand positioning in space and time. This, my friends, is the pure one . . .”


And yes, the checklist was long. The throat cut from left to right but the subsequent mutilation making it impossible for the police surgeon to be positive about this afterwards. The messy delving into the abdomen that betrays no skill at anatomy at all, despite the impression to the contrary that the public will have later, partly influenced by erroneous newspaper reports. The bloodstains all up the walls. The partly digested fish and potatoes.


“And here, lean forward, take a good look at this . . .”


Yes, at the scattered viscera, cast about the room randomly or positioned with esoteric meaning, who knows which? One breast under the head, one next to the right foot as if about to be kicked into the fireplace among the half-burned clothing, bonnet and melted kettle. “Can you imagine the screams in this room that night, can you? Indeed, they would have sounded like that, exactly right, well done. I ought to hand my job over to you.”


Hands slick but deep in pockets and heart thumping greasily, his farewell is perfunctory and he makes his gradual way home, no need to rush, certain that tomorrow he will start seeking alternative employment. It is time. The guided tour is no longer his thing. There must be other opportunities out there. He has no regrets now. It is not that he thought there was any mistake in doing what he did. But his audiences were always modest.


Modest in size if not demeanour, which is hardly a surprise, for the tourist industry is still in its infancy. Just one person on each tour. Just one. The crucial factor. The separation in time between the crime and its utility as heritage. For the sake of accuracy, the overriding sake of accuracy, what happens when that separation in time is reduced to zero? When the reconstruction is simultaneous with the original act? When the overlap is total?


His shape is gone in the fog. More than a century later, a writer who feels uneasy about using the murders as material for a story designed to entertain, but who lacks the ability to create a work that not only expresses with full force the despair and horror but also sanctifies the memories of the victims, will seek an alternative method of handling the subject matter, a metafictional approach, even working himself into the final paragraph.





MARTHA



Columbkill Noonan


 


It was 2.45 a.m. on Friday, 31 August 1888, and Martha Adams sat miserably on the corner of the bed that occupied the better part of the room which she let along with her man, John, at the lodging house on Flowers and Dean Street. But it was her friend, Emily Holland, not John, who sat on the chair opposite her. It was Emily who sat with her, as it so often was nowadays, because John was out late, as he was wont to do, leaving Martha alone, worried and wondering, until dawn’s light brought him stumbling home, drunk.


But, tonight, Emily was not there to merely sit with her friend as they waited for John to come home. Tonight, Emily had news for Martha, and it was this news that caused Martha to gaze dejectedly, first at her friend, and then at the near-empty bottle of gin that she held tightly in her hand.


The lodging house was a pitiful affair, drafty and dirty and dank, replete with vermin and fleas and dissolute drunks. In other words, it was exactly like all of the other lodging houses on Flowers and Dean, neither nicer nor more run-down. The name of the street was sadly ironic, for there were no flowers, nothing bright or cheery or pretty to ameliorate the dismal air of desperation that permeated the ramshackle buildings which leaned precariously over the uneven old cobblestones. Really, to even call Flowers and Dean a street was somewhat ambitious, as it was in actuality little more than an alley, as were so many of the streets in the corner of London’s East End known as Whitechapel. Narrow and twisted, most of Flowers and Dean Street was hidden from the sun even on the brightest of days, and the profound darkness of its shadowy corners at night gave shelter to all manner of nefarious deeds as well as to the ne’er-do-wells and scoundrels who committed them.


Scoundrels, as Martha had suspected and was now finding out for certain, like her own man, John. For Emily had just told Martha that she had just come from Osborne Street, where she had run into her friend Polly Nichols. And, as Emily had concluded her conversation with Polly, made her goodbyes and begun walking up the street towards her own room, she had turned back to utter a word of caution, for Polly had been out prostituting as usual, and as usual had drunk away all of the money she had earned. Polly, eyes bleary with drink, had told Emily that she need only one more man in order to pay for a room for the night, and Emily, good friend that she was, thought it best to warn Polly that she had heard of attacks on women occurring lately in the area. So far, no one had been killed, but two women had been stabbed, quite gruesomely, and Emily thought Polly in no condition to protect herself, as drunk as she was.


As she turned to warn Polly, however, she had seen John, drunken and staggering and wearing a lecherous leer on his face, coming up to Polly. The two had spoken for a moment, and then, leaning heavily on each other and giggling, zigzagged their way along the dark street towards Buck’s Row, a place that Polly, like many of the local prostitutes, often chose to service her customers.


Emily, seeing this, had known that Polly had thus secured her lodging money for the night. Further, she had known that Polly would be safe with John (or, as safe as anyone could be out in the streets in the wee hours of the morning in Whitechapel). So, she wasted no more time worrying for Polly’s safety, and instead rushed to tell her friend Martha what she had seen.


The news, while not entirely surprising to Martha, nonetheless came as a heavy blow. John had been her man for nigh on three years. During their time together, he had always been a drinker, but so, for that matter, was Martha. No, Martha did not so much mind his drinking, so long as he did it at home, with her. But, in the past few weeks, something had changed.


For John had begun going out in the evenings. Oft-times, now, he stayed out until dawn, when he would crawl, stinking with drink, into the bed where Martha had lain awake with worry and suspicion throughout the long night. He turned to Martha less and less often to fulfill the needs of a man for his woman. But, perhaps most distressingly, was the sudden dearth of money for their household needs.


Never had the two of them had much. He a day laborer, she a seamstress; both took work where they could, and rarely had they been able to do much more than just get by. But always there had been money for lodging, and food, and, of course, drink. Until John began staying out all night, that is.


Now, the money needed for their basic necessities had run short, and Martha found herself scrambling to make ends meet. What Emily was saying now, that the missing money was being spent on prostitutes such as Polly, certainly made sense to Martha. And though she had suspected that such might be true, to have her fears enunciated, made real in the words from the mouth of her friend, filled her with pain, and shame, and, at last, a burning rage.


Martha felt herself flush with humiliation, and she lowered her eyes to stare fixedly into the bottle of gin that she held tightly in her fist as Emily tittered on and on, animated with the excitement of delivering such a terrible (yet delicious) bit of gossip. At last, seeing that Martha did not even appear to be listening to her remarks about the depredations of men in general and the shocking disrespect shown Martha by John in particular, Emily’s prattle tapered off. Discomfited by the strange demeanor of her friend, as Martha sat staring into her bottle, as immobile as a statue, Emily fidgeted uncertainly for a moment. She was no longer enjoying her role as the deliverer of bad news, and wondered if she ought to leave Martha sitting there with no further ado. Her decision was made for her when Martha looked up suddenly. Her eyes seemed to look through Emily, instead of at her.


“Go now!” rasped Martha, her voice not entirely her own. But it was the look in Martha’s eyes more than her words that rattled Emily and caused her to rise suddenly and make for the door. For the ice that had frozen Martha’s heart at the telling of Emily’s story shone in her eyes. Black in the dim light of the dingy room and utterly devoid of any emotion save for cold fury, Martha’s eyes appeared to Emily as soulless as those of a dead fish. Looking into those eyes, thought Emily, was like staring into the cold pits of hell, and she hurried out in all haste.


It wasn’t until she was halfway down the street, and certain that Martha, with those dreadful eyes, wasn’t behind her, that Emily’s unreasoning terror abated. “Crazy old hag,” she muttered, resentful now that her erstwhile friend had shown so little gratitude for the news that she had gone out of her way to tell her, and had instead scared her half witless to boot. “No wonder John needs some softer comfort with the likes of Polly. I bet Polly don’t look at nobody with crazy dead eyes like that.”


As for Martha, there was no further thought spared for Emily once she had left the room. She took a deep swig from her bottle, finishing it, and let the warmth of the gin diffuse through her body. Rather than calming her, though, it seemed instead to further ignite the animus that she felt towards Polly. How dare that trollop, that dissolute tramp, use her sagging, wrinkled old body to steal that which belonged to Martha; namely, her man and the money that should have been spent on food and Martha’s own drink, rather than on the disgusting favors of a pox-ridden whore. No, Martha could not abide the insult of this for another moment, and she made up her mind to seek out Polly and have it out with her.


So thinking, Martha rose and strode purposefully out of her room, down the stairs, and out of the lodging house on to Flowers and Dean Street. She walked quickly down the narrow street, outrage and anger making her surefooted despite the gin-fogged state of her body and mind. She made several turns on to ever-narrower alleys and passageways, until she came at last to Buck’s Row.


Not seeing Polly, she hesitated a moment, confused as to what to do next. “Where could that whore have got to?” she muttered aloud to herself. But then, she heard a low, guttural grunt, as though from a man achieving satisfaction. Quickly, she made off towards the sound, hoping, yet dreading, to catch John and Polly in the act. She rounded a bend in the street, and was disappointed, yet relieved, to spy Polly a few feet away, leaned up against a brick wall, with a man who was not John in the process of disengaging himself from her. The man was short, where John was tall; he wore a mustache, where John was bearded; and he wore a fancy sailor’s hat, whilst John disdained such frippery.


The man smirked as Martha approached, tipped his hat to Polly, and slipped away into the shadows behind the wall. Polly, straightening her skirts, began to utter a greeting to Martha, but in her husky voice Martha imagined that she could hear the tone of smug condescension of a woman who had just seduced another woman’s man, and thus felt herself superior.


Anger overcame her, and she lunged for Polly. The last thing she remembered was stumbling, beginning to fall to the ground, as she called out, “Don’t you never touch my man again, you filthy whore!” before the gin that soaked her brain overcame her and a cloud of blackness obscured all thought.


When Martha awoke, she found that she was lying atop the small bed that she shared with John. Someone, presumably John, had removed last night’s dress and she wore only her shift. Mid-morning light oozed into the room through the dirty wax-paper window, but even its weak cheeriness seemed to stab at her throbbing, aching brain.


John was busy dressing himself, but turned to her when he heard the low groan that escaped her lips as she tried to rise. The expression on his face as he looked at her was full of disapprobation, sadness, and a touch of disgust.


“What happened?” she croaked, her throat scratchy with dehydration. “How did I get home?”


“Shhh,” he replied tersely. “Never you mind about that.”


“But, Polly—” she began.


He raised a hand, silencing her. He then made his way to the door and opened it as though to leave, but stopped and turned to her before going.


“You got to stop drinking so much, Martha,” he said, shaking his head. “You don’t act right when you’re in the bottle.”


So saying, he stepped out into the corridor and closed the door behind him, none too quietly, causing Martha’s groggy head to ache and throb even more.


Some time later, when Martha had recovered somewhat and had even managed a few bites to eat, Emily stopped by.


“Did you hear?” Emily said, her eyes sparkling with the excitement of the sordid news that she was about to impart. “About Polly?”


Martha’s interest was immediately piqued. Knowing Emily as she did, she quickly deduced from her manner that something quite horrid must have happened. “What about Polly?” she asked impatiently, a sick feeling forming in her gut. She vaguely recollected the events of last night, and Emily’s words seemed to stir some sort of memory in the depths of her brain, but the exact nature of it remained elusive. “What, Emily?” she demanded. “Out with it, now!”


Emily savored the deliciousness of her secret a moment longer, then leaned forward excitedly. “She done been . . .” she began, then paused for dramatic effect, looking from side to side as though to see who else might be listening, even though they were alone in the room. “She done been murdered!” she finished at last.


Martha gasped, and stared at Emily, mouth agape. Emily, thoroughly enjoying herself, nodded emphatically. “They found her body this morning, all chopped up like. Slashes here—” Emily made a slicing motion across her neck “—and here,” now making the same motion across her belly.


As Martha’s initial shock subsided, she began to feel a touch of self-righteous satisfaction set in.


“Well,” she humphed. “Seems to me like she got just what she deserved. You sell your body like that, you break up families and steal people’s men, well, one day it’s bound to catch you up.”


Emily stared at her, confused and somewhat disappointed by her reaction. She had expected shock and horror, or at least some degree of fear and outrage, not this callous indifference. So, she made her goodbyes to Martha and headed out in search of a more satisfactory audience.


*   *   *


Next Friday night, Martha found herself once more sitting alone in her room, as John did not come home yet again. Midnight came and went, as Martha speculated and worried and raged by turns. Clutching her bottle of gin to her breast, she drank more and more deeply from it as the minutes marched inexorably towards dawn and John still had not returned.


Finally, as 5 a.m. came and went, impatience and drunken outrage got the better of sense, and Martha headed out to search for her wayward man. However, she was not relieved when at last she found him. Quite to the contrary, actually. For, as she turned a corner on to Hanbury Street and made her way along the darkened twists and turns, she heard the unmistakable sound of John’s voice, whispering in the dark shadows. A woman giggled, and Martha crept closer.


Her stomach lurched with a queasy, jealous feeling as she came closer and the two people became clear to her vision in the dim light. There stood John, leaning closely in to none other than Dark Annie, a prostitute known throughout the East End to have syphilis, and to be quite mad from it.


Martha’s thoughts began to spiral out of control as she beheld her man in what was clearly the initial stages of a sexual transaction. Why, she thought, does he need these filthy women? Why did he prefer their diseased bodies to her own? Dark Annie was yet another drunkard, fleshy and bloated from the drink, utterly worthless as far as Martha was concerned. So why then was her man preparing to fornicate with this disgusting creature against a garden fence in this sleazy alley? And paying for the privilege, no less!


“Filthy, filthy whore!” Martha screamed, as rage took over her mind. “Faithless, sinful man!” She moved forward, thinking to thrust them apart, to stop this travestying that was occurring right before her very eyes. But the world spun, and grew gray around the edges, and then Martha knew no more.


She woke up the next morning in her own bed, with John sleeping soundly beside her. She stirred, hungover and nauseated, and unable to remember anything that had happened after she had seen John and Annie together. Panic set in, and she shook John awake.


“Did I stop you in time?” she asked feverishly. “Did you have relations with that whore?”


His eyes fluttered open, and he looked tiredly at Martha before sighing deeply. He began to rise, but she forestalled him by grabbing on to his arm, her grip like iron in her desperation.


“Did you do the deed with Dark Annie?” she demanded. “I deserve to know if you got the syphilis or not!”


“No, Martha,” he answered resignedly. “I ain’t got the syphilis.” He paused, and looked upon her with the same expression that he had the week before. “I can’t keep picking up after you like this, you know. You’re not yourself when you’ve had a bottle.”


“Well,” Martha responded peremptorily, “mayhaps I wouldn’t drink if my man weren’t cavorting with prostitutes all night. And you’re lucky I saved you from that pox-ridden whore.”


So saying, she turned her back and listened to the sounds of him getting dressed and leaving, and at last fell back to sleep. It wasn’t until later that day that she heard the news: Dark Annie Chapman had been found in the early morning, dead, her body mutilated and cut in much the same way that Polly’s had been. Martha heard the news, wondered if the gap in her memory obscured some knowledge of what had happened, and then shrugged. It was nothing to her what happened to another whore of the East End. The world was better without women such as that, anyway.


After that, John played the dutiful man for several weeks. He came home early, and curtailed his drinking, and Martha dared to hope that this unpleasant interlude in their lives had passed. Then, one Friday night, John was once again late coming home. Martha, half a bottle of gin warming her belly, at last went out looking for him until the early hours of the next morning, to no avail. But, as she at last gave up and went home, and made her way down the hall of the lodging house to her room, hoping that John might be inside, she noticed that the neighbors were casting strange glances at her, then covering their mouths to whisper and titter as she passed.


At last, she grabbed one by the arm, a woman by the name of Ellen, and demanded to know the cause of this. Ellen prevaricated, blushing and looking wildly towards the others in the hall for help, but everyone had suddenly bethought themselves of other places to which they must immediately go, and had thusly taken themselves hence in all haste.


Impatient, Martha gave Ellen a nasty pinch. “Answer me, girl!” she hissed.


“It’s just . . . it’s that . . .” Ellen stammered nervously.


“Out with it then!” Martha demanded, pinching Ellen again.


“John were with Elizabeth Stride last night,” Ellen blurted at last. “You know, what stays in the room upstairs?”


Martha released the girl, and strode away, embarrassed and angry. She promptly took herself to the nearest tavern, where she spent her food money on a fresh bottle of gin. Nursing it, she walked the streets of Whitechapel for hours, becoming ever more drunk and despondent. She tried to fight her growing anger, but the gin gave fuel to it and at last she gave in. Oh, how she hated these women, with their decaying teeth in wrinkled faces, their sagging breasts, their gaping woman parts that they used to seduce her man. She wondered if he were with one even now. Perhaps he was with Elizabeth, or maybe that dreadful Kate Kelly who was always batting her eyelashes at men and trying to wheedle money from them.


At last she came to her last gulp of gin and, as she downed it, she decided that she must confront Elizabeth, teach the chit a lesson, tell the slut to keep her hands off her man. Swiftly, she made her way back to the lodging house. However, she had downed two bottles of gin, with no sleep in between, and before she even reached Flowers and Dean Street she felt the comfort of the alcohol’s oblivion taking over, and remembered no more.


She awoke some time before dawn on the stairs inside the lodging house, arranged in such a way so that she was unsure if she had passed out on her way up to Elizabeth’s room or on her way down from it. Groggily, she lurched downstairs to her own room, and climbed wearily into bed. She was still too drunk, however, to either see, or to care if she had seen the glint of suspicion in John’s eyes as he watched her. Nor did she much care when she awoke, and John told her that Elizabeth had been found dead in her room, her throat slashed. Further, Kate Kelly, who lived just up the street, had been found as well, her body horribly mutilated. Her ear had been chopped off, and her intestines pulled out and draped over her shoulder like a gruesome sash.


People now feared a habitual killer, and the cases had taken over the collective imagination of the populace. Everyone talked of the brutality of the murders. What animus, what twisted hate drove a person to such deeds? The people of Whitechapel, indeed of the entire East End, were horrified by it, and delighted with their horror at the same time. The people could not get enough of the story, and the newspapers were happy to feed their appetites each and every day.


But, as John spoke of this to Martha, she simply shrugged, uncaring. What of it, she thought. I don’t even know if I made it up there, or if I saw Kate, either.


So that was that, in Martha’s mind, and she felt better knowing that yet two more sinful tramps were gone from Whitechapel. The place was lousy with women such as them, after all, and now there were two fewer to tempt her man, she thought with satisfaction. Too long had these women traded their disease-infested bodies for drink, and too long had stupid, weak men fallen prey to their sordid charms. It was about time someone did something about it.


“Where was you last night, Martha?” John asked quietly.


“Oh, here and there,” she replied tartly.


“I’m serious, Martha,” he said. “Answer me.”


“Maybe I was where you was the other night,” she spat. “Maybe I was socializing with the likes of them tramps you’re so fond of nowadays!”


“Don’t joke, Martha,” John growled warningly. “You do things when you drink. Things that ain’t funny. Ain’t funny at all.”


“You think I done . . .” She hesitated, gesturing vaguely at the places on her own body that were analogous to the knife cuts on the bodies of Elizabeth and Kate. “You think I done that!” she shrieked.


“Well, you don’t remember nothing, now, do you? And there were that time last year, when you done got so jealous and threatened that one lady with her own scissors. You was right scary, then, Martha, and I ain’t stretching the truth none when I say so.”


“Well,” said Martha in an aggrieved tone, “that was different. I didn’t do in that lady with the scissors, now, did I? Just made my point, is all. So don’t you never accuse me of such doings again, do you hear me?”


So saying, she turned her back and busied herself with tidying up the room, thereby ending the conversation and also hiding her face from John’s view. She didn’t want him to read in her eyes the thoughts that whirled wildly through her mind. What if, in her gin-addled state, she had given in to her jealousy and rage? What if she were the murderer everyone in Whitechapel so feared? She didn’t think herself capable of such atrocities, but John was right on two points: she didn’t remember things when she was drunk, and she had been known to indulge her anger, sometimes quite violently, when the drink was in her.


Uncomfortable with the way such thoughts made her feel, she shook her head, dismissing them. It was no use speculating on what might have happened, or on what she may or may not have done. If John would stop with the trollops, there would be no problem. Yes, she decided, the whole situation was entirely John’s fault.


John sighed, and left the room without another word. With him gone, she stopped pretending to clean, and instead picked up the daily newspaper that John had tossed carelessly to the floor. She couldn’t read very well, but she liked to look at the pictures, and she could make out enough of the words to get the gist of the headlines, at least.


There, on the first page, was a picture of Mr Lusk, whom Martha, along with everyone in the neighborhood, knew as the President of the Mile End Vigilance Committee. The prostitutes of the East End resented Mr Lusk for his efforts to bring Christian morals to bear on the brothels, because as the brothels closed under the pressure exerted by Lusk and his friends, the women within them were displaced on to the streets and alleys where they were easy prey for rough and lawless men, including the killer whom the papers had dubbed “The Ripper”. Of course, it was for this very reason that Martha approved of Mr Lusk very much.


In the print above Mr Lusk’s picture, Martha, squinting as she slowly sounded out the words, could just make out that Mr Lusk had received some sort of letter from the killer. This letter was the latest of several that had been addressed to Mr Lusk. Along with Mr Lusk, the newspapers and even the police had received dozens of letters in the past few weeks, purporting to be from the killer. Most of the letters were probably hoaxes, but nonetheless each one printed by the papers caused a great deal of excitement as residents of the East End picked over them line by line, trying to glean some clue from them as to the identity of the murderer.


The text of this most recent letter to Mr Lusk was printed there on the page, and Martha, struggling to read it, picked out a few words. As best she could tell, the letter said something about a kidney being mailed to Mr Lusk, and it was signed, “From Hell.”


Well, thought, Martha. There you had it. She knew that she herself hadn’t written that letter; indeed, she could scarcely read it. Therefore, any doubts that she may have harbored as to the extent of her actions on the nights of the murders, when her memory failed her (and she remembered only feelings of anger and righteous outrage), must, of course, be unfounded. That most people said that the letters sent to Lusk, the newspapers, and the police, were most likely fakes, practical jokes perpetrated by sick-minded people who enjoyed stirring up panic, or by journalists looking to build a sensational story, was a thought that Martha found it convenient to disregard.


No, any suspicions that she had about herself were now firmly put to rest. Satisfied, she put down the paper and went about her day, and guilty thoughts troubled her conscience no more.


Meanwhile, whilst Martha was thus occupied, John, out and about in Whitechapel, crossed paths with Martha’s friend Emily. The two greeted each other, and made the usual polite small talk about the weather, and mutual acquaintances, and such. Soon, however, Emily turned the conversation to the subject of Martha, and her strange reactions to the news of the murders, which so occupied the thoughts of the residents of the East End, particularly the prostitutes who suddenly found themselves fearing the very men from whom they needed to solicit business.


Most people were horrified and frightened by the murders (and if they also happened to be just the slightest bit excited and titillated, well, that could be excused as a natural morbidity that was simply part of human nature). But Martha’s reaction had seemed very unnatural to Emily. Smug and self-righteous, Martha had shown no evidence of compassion or sadness at the news of the deaths of women whom she had known for her entire life. To Emily’s mind, such unfeeling nonchalance was incomprehensible. It most certainly was not the way one responded to such things, even if one disapproved of the women to whom those things had occurred. In fact, when Emily considered how little Martha had cared when she heard of the murders, and reflected on Martha’s soulless eyes that had so scared her, she could almost fancy that Martha herself was the murderer. After all, John had been with all of the victims, and Martha had most certainly known of each tryst of his, as secrets were hard to keep in the East End. No, it wouldn’t surprise her at all if it turned out that Martha had killed those women, and she determined to ascertain John’s thoughts on the matter. With that thought in mind, Emily told John of her conversations with Martha, and of Martha’s strange attitudes.


John, hearing of Martha’s cold, dismissive behavior towards Emily, grew quiet, and stroked his beard pensively. Emily, sharp-eyed and ready as always to glean gossip from whatever source she could, considered his reaction. She was surprised that he did not immediately speak out in Martha’s defense, but rather simply stood there in the street before her, looking troubled. This, of course, stoked Emily’s suspicions of Martha to even greater heights, and she strove all the harder to pry whatever information she could from him that she might have all the more delicious tidbits to disseminate among all of her friends.


“Where was Martha those nights the girls was killed?” she urged, leaning forward to press her bosom against John’s arm as though by accident, that he might be more inclined to share Martha’s secrets with her.


But John just sighed and shook his head. “I dunno,” he said sadly. “I just dunno.”


“I know she was mad at them,” she prompted.


John nodded, non-committally.


“John,” gasped Emily, purposefully breathless and batting her eyes up at him as she leaned in even more closely. “You don’t think it were Martha what done them in, do you?” she whispered, her face the picture of concerned innocence.


Gently, John extricated himself from her grasp, and moved away a step. “No, no,” he replied, not meeting Emily’s eyes with his own. “Of course not. Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .”


With that, he turned and walked off briskly, leaving Emily to wonder. True, he had denied that Martha was the killer, but he certainly hadn’t looked as if he was at all certain of it. In fact, he had seemed rather more like a man who was trying to convince himself of his woman’s innocence, instead of a man who knew that she was guiltless without a doubt.


To Emily, the idea that John so much as doubted Martha was enough to convince her of Martha’s guilt. But rather than rush off to speak of this with everyone she knew, Emily found that she was too nervous to even think of mentioning it. If Martha was the killer, Emily reasoned, it would not do to provoke her. So, for once, circumspection held Emily’s tongue, and she remained quiet on the matter, and spoke of it no more.


So, too, did John. If he watched Martha closely while she painstakingly read the paper each morning, looking for news on the Ripper, if he wondered at the avid interest she took in the speculations of the reporters, as though she were searching for some clue to solve a mystery known only to her, if he flinched every time she spoke of another woman with a tongue sharpened by jealousy, he said naught, but kept his own counsel instead.


As for Martha, her interest in the case became nearly obsessive. She devoured each badly written letter that purported to be from the Ripper, hating when the syntax sounded like her own cockneyed speech, sighing with relief when the writing seemed beyond her own limited capabilities. And, as the weeks went by, and the Ripper remained quiescent, so too did Martha’s vigilance over the papers quiet, and did John’s own vigilance over Martha.


At last, John felt that perhaps the ordeal was over. As he relaxed, the call of drink and novel feminine companionship became too strong to resist and John slowly returned to his carousing ways. In response, Martha also turned once more to her bottle of gin, and once again began to find herself waking up with no recollection of the night before.


Such was the case one morning in early November. John had not come home the night before; Martha, three sheets to the wind, had gone out in search of him. She vaguely recollected finding John near Miller’s Court. Things grew hazy after that, the flow of time became disjointed and it seemed that her memories were not in their proper order. She recalled confronting him, remembered slapping his face in anger, remembered him saying to her, “This has to stop, Martha!’ and her own reply, “I ain’t done nothing!” But she had no idea to what, exactly, the conversation had been referring (had he been with another prostitute? had he resisted her attempts to bring him home?), nor did she know in what order these events had occurred, or what, if anything, had happened in between.


Nevertheless, despite the argument, and the gaping holes in her memory, and her throbbing head, she felt somewhat cheery when she awoke the next morning, alone in their room in the lodging house, and she sang a little tune to herself as she made ready for the day.


“Father and mother they have passed away/Sister and brother now lay beneath the clay/But while life does remain to cheer me I’ll retain/ This small violet I plucked from Mother’s grave.”


It was a melancholy song, to be sure, but Martha skipped about the room as she sang, a small smile lifting the corners of her mouth. She was still happily singing and flitting about the room when John burst in, brandishing the morning’s newspaper like an accusation.


“Do you see?” he growled, shaking the paper in her face. “Is this what you done?”


Her cheery mood faltered in the face of his anger. “Done what?” she asked, confused.


“Done in Mary Kelly, that’s what!” he yelled.


“Of course not!” she protested. “I was with you, weren’t I?”


John sat heavily on the bed and slumped dejectedly. “Well, I think so,” he said, calmer now that she had denied his accusation and enabled him to doubt his worst suspicions. “I know you was mad, and yelling, and cussing up a fit. But I don’t know where you was before.”


“Well!” she huffed, putting on an air of aggrieved dignity. “I most definitely weren’t out ‘doing in’ another of your tramps, that’s for sure.”


“I just don’t know, Martha,” he said sadly. “And I don’t know if you even know, neither. I don’t like to think you coulda done them things. But you got a nasty streak in you what comes out when you’re in your cups, and I don’t rightly think I can take it no more.”


With that, he stood and made to leave, but Martha blocked his way. “You rotten whoreson!” she screamed. “After all I done for you, all I put up with! And how do you ’spect me to pay the lodging fee if you leave me? You’d make me destitute, scrounging up bed money by using my body like them whores you like so much.”


John reached into his pocket, took out a fistful of coins, and pressed them into Martha’s hand. A few dropped to the ground and, as she bent to pick them up, he darted around her and made his escape.


“You’ll be back!” she cried after him. “Best hope I ain’t got myself a better man than you by then!”


She then hurled herself on to the bed, weeping hysterically. She didn’t grieve so much for the loss of John, that whore-chasing bastard, as she did for the loss of financial help as well as for the blow to her pride. That he should leave her, when by rights it should have been the other way around! And the accusations he had made were simply outrageous.


But a small worm of doubt crept into her mind again. Were his accusations so outrageous, after all? It was true that John had been with each murdered girl, shortly before the Ripper had got to them. And it was also true that on each of the nights that the Ripper had struck, she, Martha, had gone out in search of him, dead drunk and in a blind rage. Further, on each of the nights in question, there were disturbing gaps in her memory. Might she be the Ripper, after all?


She shuddered with horror at the thought, for though she felt that the Ripper had done the world a service by removing those low-life trollops from it, so did she feel certain that, righteous or no, the absolute brutality of those murders would surely condemn the perpetrator to hell.


No, she thought, pushing her suspicions aside. If she had done the murders, surely God couldn’t hold her accountable if she didn’t remember. And besides, if she had done anything violent during her blackouts, it was really more John’s fault than hers. If he hadn’t been out whoring, she wouldn’t have to drink and search him out, and then she wouldn’t be left to wonder like this.


Her logic pleased her, and she resolved to question herself no further on the subject. She nodded her head sharply, as though to punctuate her decision, and, smoothing her skirt, made herself busy once more. And, as she went to and fro about the room, the song that she had sang earlier rose to her lips. “But while life does remain, in memoriam I’ll retain/This small violet that I plucked from Mother’s grave.”


It was a popular song, yes, sung by many all over London. But it was also the last song that anyone had ever heard Mary Kelly sing, just before she was silenced forever by the Ripper’s cruel blade. Of course, no one heard Martha’s singing, and Martha herself put the matter from her mind, and resolved to think of John and his whores no more.


Her resolve lasted for nearly a year, as she quietly struggled to make ends meet without the benefit of John’s income and was therefore too busy and distracted to spare much thought to John and his doings. She still partook of the bottle, yes, but never so much as to forget herself. Her fortitude was shaken, however, when a chance encounter with Emily stirred up her latent anger and sent her, reeling, back to the bottle. Emily had, for the most part, avoided Martha since their last meeting, and generally felt uneasy at the mere thought of her. But time had dulled her anxieties and, as the weeks and months went on and still the murderer did not strike, Emily began to think that perhaps she had overreacted in having suspected Martha of being capable of such atrocities.


So it was that when Martha hailed Emily on the street one Tuesday afternoon, Emily stopped to chat amiably with her one-time friend. And, as the women talked, Emily found herself unable to keep to herself the latest bit of gossip that she had: namely, that John had taken up with a woman named Alice.


Martha, who had thought herself well rid of John and better off without him, felt the news like a physical blow. Her belly felt as though she had swallowed a bucket full of hungry worms, nasty slimy things that chewed and gnawed as they fed on her insides. She realized that she had thought all along that John would come crawling back to her, begging for her forgiveness. But now, this Alice woman would ruin it all! She felt a hot flush of rage creep up her neck to color her cheeks as she considered the audacity of this woman who dared to take what was rightfully hers.


Emily watched as Martha’s countenance changed, and quickly remembered what it was that she had feared so about her. The darting eyes, the twitching hands, the snarling lips: these were the signs of a madwoman. Hastily, Emily made her excuses and hurried away up the street, glancing back nervously as Martha stomped off to the nearest tavern to purchase a bottle of gin.


Within the hour, as the sun set and darkness overtook the East End, Martha had consumed enough of the gin to be quite drunk and not entirely in command of her faculties. She knew only that she was in pain, enraged; she knew further that the source of this pain and rage was this woman named Alice. Therefore, she set out to find her, in order to assuage her emotions.


As she didn’t know exactly who Alice was, Martha determined that her best chance of finding her would be to find John. She called at the lodging house where she had heard that he stayed recently, but found that he was out and that no one knew where he had got to this evening. So she began to wander about Whitechapel, drinking her bottle and asking passers-by if they had seen him, and if they knew of Alice. No one could, or would, tell her anything, however, and so she continued to wander, drinking and becoming ever angrier as she grew frustrated in her search.


Eventually, Martha found herself on Pinchin Street, a particularly run-down street that ran beneath the railroad. As she approached Back Church Lane, she passed beside the stone arches that supported the train tracks. There, leaning against the stone, was a man. Good-looking, too well dressed for this neighborhood at this time of night, he doffed his hat to her and smiled. His blue eyes crinkled charmingly at the corners, and his blond mustache framed his full lips to their best advantage. Despite herself, Martha felt herself flush, and she giggled like a schoolgirl at his greeting.


“Hullo,” she said shyly, batting her eyes in a ludicrously drunken attempt at flirting.


“Hullo, pretty lady,” he said. “What’s a pretty creature such as yourself doing wandering about alone at this time of night?”


“Oh, you know, I can take care of myself,” she replied, trying hard not to slur her words. She found herself attracted to this handsome stranger, and thought that perhaps, with his help, she could forget all about John for a time. So she smiled as coquettishly as she was able, and licked her lips seductively. “But if you’re worried for me, you could walk me home.”


The man simply continued to look at her, his eyes taking in her body that had gone a bit soft, her teeth that had gone a bit yellow, her once-pretty face that had gone a bit haggard. She tittered and fluttered nervously under his close regard, and he laughed at her discomfiture before his smile turned into an ironic smirk.


Martha paused, uncertain. It suddenly seemed to her that that smirk was familiar, that she had seen it before. But where? Her drunken mind was slow to recollect.


The man moved forward, and he took her by the arm. “I’d be happy to walk with you,” he said, as his fingers gripped her flesh somewhat too tightly, causing needles of pain to break through her drink-fogged thoughts.


“You was with Polly that night!” she burst out, suddenly remembering where she had seen the man. “Wasn’t you?”


He pulled her to face him, holding her closely, his mouth only inches from hers.


“Guilty, my dear,” he said. “Does this bother you?”


Martha thought for a moment. On the one hand, she was revolted by the thought of another man who partook of the whores of Whitechapel. But, on the other hand, it would feel good to take something that had once been Polly’s, just as Polly had once taken something that had belonged to her. And the man’s presence was commanding. Her body responded eagerly to the scent of him, so close to her, and to the feel of his mustache tickling against her lips. So Martha tilted her head back to invite the stranger to kiss her.


As she did so, too late did her mind process what she should have seen in an instant. Because, yes, this was the man who had been with Polly. He had been with Polly on the night that she was murdered, and now this same man held Martha closely in his embrace.


She stiffened and pulled back. “Who are you?” she asked, hoping that there would be a reasonable explanation for this terrible coincidence. “Where are you from?”


“I’m Jack, my sweet,” he said, laughing, as a predatory glint came into his eyes. He opened his coat, and pulled a wickedly sharp blade from within it. “And I’m from Hell, my dear. I’m from Hell.”
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“God!” Emily said. “Is that clock accurate?”


“Yeah,” Nick answered breathlessly, running his hands over her naked thighs. “Why?”


“I’m sorry.” Emily reluctantly pulled away from him, rushing to the short skirt and lacy underwear she had stripped off and dropped on the carpet of Nick’s office. She started dressing quickly. “My husband’s doing a Ripper lecture tonight. I can’t miss it.”


Nick groaned. “Just another ten minutes, Ems. He won’t care if you’re not there. Come back over here, you naughty girl.”


“I can’t,” she said. “I promised I’d be there.”


Nick strode over to her and kissed her neck, his hand caressing her hips, tugging at her skirt, easing it down her legs. He whispered in her ear. “But I want you now.”


Emily was very tempted to stay, but she was already half-dressed and feeling guilty for having an affair with her boss. It was such a cliché. “No. I can’t.” She gently slapped his hands away from her skirt. “I have to go. We have this weekend thing planned.”


Nick stepped back. He looked annoyed.


“Go then,” he said.


She hurried out of his office to the lift, where she adjusted her skirt and buttoned her blouse up to her neck as the lift descended to the underground parking level.


Emily drove out of the exit and travelled out of London to the Wetherley Hotel. The hotel was a country manor, which had been modernised into a three-star hotel by its owners. She collected her room key from the reception, dumped her bags in her room, then went searching for the conference room. It was easy to find because a life-sized Jack the Ripper figure stood beside the doors. The cardboard cut-out character was wearing a top hat and black cape – with a knife in one hand and a Gladstone bag in the other. It was creepily realistic. The Ripper’s malevolent dark eyes stared at her like he wanted her to be his next victim. Her husband normally kept it at home in the garage, where it scared her every time she saw it. She felt like punching it as she walked by.


Aaron’s stupid lecture had started at eight, but it was half past eight when she sneaked into the conference room.


Emily discovered only a dozen other members of the Ripper Society had bothered to show up for her Aaron’s lecture. They included just one new member – a shabbily dressed bearded man wearing a black anorak. There had been over three hundred active members at the beginning, when Aaron created the society while a student at Oxford, but most had dropped out after a few years, leaving only the hard-core Ripperologists by the society’s tenth year.


That evening her husband was dressed in his best suit and tie, standing behind a lectern with a map of London circa 1888 projected behind him on a large screen. Emily hoped Aaron would not be upset by her late arrival when she sat next to Kyra, the only other young woman in the group, but Aaron cast his disapproving eyes over her before continuing a heated argument with a heavily tattooed member called Gary, who wore a black leather jacket and aviator sunglasses indoors. Gary was a writer of Ripper horror stories. Unlike her husband, Gary didn’t attend their meetings because he wanted to solve the murders. He came to get new ideas for his short stories and novels.


Emily mouthed “sorry” to her husband as she took off her jacket and made herself comfortable, but Aaron didn’t see her apologising. He was shaking his head at something Gary had said.


Emily whispered to Kyra, “What are they arguing about?”


“Gary mentioned Lewis Carroll.”


Aaron was a serious Ripperologist. He would not have liked that. He was glaring at Gary. “You are so wrong it isn’t even funny. Lewis Carroll was a joke suspect. He wasn’t even in London when some of the murders happened. A much more credible suspect is Charles Allen Cross, the subject of my lecture tonight.”


Gary rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on! You don’t seriously think he did it, do you? He’s a boring nobody!”


“He’s not a boring nobody. He’s a credible suspect. Can I continue or do you want to interrupt some more?”


Gary shrugged. “Whatever.”


Aaron looked around at the other members of the Ripper Society, his focus stopping on Emily. She remembered his intensity and passion quickening her heart, but she did not feel that way any longer. All she saw was his obsession with the Ripper ruining their relationship. For ten years it had been all he had been interested in after leaving university. He wrote books on the Ripper, ran a website and internet forum, organised monthly Ripper Society meetings, and blogged about it every day. Aaron spent more time researching the Ripper than he did with her. She was not in love with him any more, but he had not even noticed. At least Nick noticed her.


Emily watched her husband turn to point at the screen while pressing a key on his laptop. A section of the map enlarged to show Whitechapel in 1888. “Like I was saying before Gary rudely interrupted, Charles Allen Cross was here on Buck’s Row, actually standing over the body of the second Ripper victim, when he was seen by another man. That witness – Robert Paul – would have definitely described Cross to the police as a suspect if Cross had not claimed to have just found the body. Cross said that he had just got there and seen nobody else around, but the body was still warm . . . so how did he not see or hear the killer leaving? There is only one simple explanation. Cross was Jack the Ripper.”


“That’s too simple,” Gary said. “In my opinion, Cross was just what he claimed to be – an innocent witness. What does everyone else think?”


More people agreed with Gary than Aaron, clearly annoying Aaron, who had expected his argument to win greater support. Emily felt sorry for her husband. She had known he had spent weeks working on that night’s lecture.


“Please consider the evidence!” Aaron said. “Occam’s razor states the simplest solution is—”


“Dead boring!” another member interrupted. That was a platinum blonde woman in her mid-forties called Glenda. Glenda wore sexy clothes like Marilyn Monroe, showing off her large fake breasts, but she had a greater resemblance to the murderous Myra Hindley. “We don’t want Jack to be some boring ordinary man. That’s not interesting. I want it to be a conspiracy involving the Royal Family and the government. That’s exciting!”


“What I’m saying might not be exciting,” Aaron said, “but I’m after the truth.”


“The truth?” Gary said, doing an obvious Jack Nicholson impression from A Few Good Men. “You can’t handle the truth!”


His comment received laughs from some and disdainful looks from others. Not even remotely amused, Aaron slammed his fist on the lectern. “Listen to me! The evidence against Cross is strong. He lied to the police. He knew the area well because he worked nearby. His job as a cart driver made him practically invisible. He wore an apron and delivered meat for a slaughterhouse, so nobody would even think twice about seeing him with blood on his clothes. He could have done it, people! I’ve done a computer simulation of each murder that—”


Gary stood up and yawned. “I’m tired of this subject. We’re all here to have a good weekend, right? Are we going to the bar or what, guys?”


Glenda jumped up, her breasts jiggling. “The bar!”


More people stood up.


That ended Aaron’s lecture early as several people followed Gary towards the doors. Kyra stayed behind with Emily, but only until the room was almost empty. “Well, I might as well join them. Emily, you coming?”


“I’ll be along soon,” she said.


The lecture abandoned, nobody had a reason to stay. Everyone remaining headed to the bar, leaving Emily alone with her furious husband. She walked over to Aaron as he closed his laptop and put away his research material in a black briefcase. He was muttering something as she gently put her hands on his shoulders and rubbed his tight, tense muscles. “Don’t get so upset about Gary. He’s an idiot.”


“But I’m right about Cross,” he said. “He is a good suspect. Gary should admit I’m right. I hate that man. He doesn’t come to talk seriously about the Ripper. He just comes to socialise and mock my attempts at being a professional investigator of the facts.”


“Forget him,” Emily said. “I was interested in what you said. Now let’s go and join the others for a drink, OK?”


Aaron sighed. “Fine. Just don’t expect me to be nice to Gary. He can go to hell.” He slammed his briefcase shut. “By the way, why were you so late? Everything would have been a lot better if you’d been there on time. Was it your boss again, keeping you late at the office?”


“I left work at seven, but there was a traffic jam,” she said, the lie flowing smoothly from her lips while she rubbed her wedding ring. “Being late wasn’t my fault. There was an accident or something. Now, forget about what Gary said so we can have a good weekend.”


In the hotel bar Emily and Aaron joined a group at a table where everyone was discussing the ‘Dear Boss’ letters. Those letters had been the first ones to give the Whitechapel Murderer the catchier nickname Jack the Ripper. Some people thought they were a hoax written by a journalist to reignite interest in the story, but the identity of the writer had never been resolved, deepening the mystery. The newbie in the black anorak had a lot of questions.


“Where’s Gary?” Aaron mumbled to Emily.


“Uh – way over there.”


Wisely, Gary was sitting at another table far away, drinking beers and flirting with Glenda. It looked as though the members had split into two groups according to how they had reacted to Gary’s suggestion. The pro-Gary faction were laughing and having a good time – making Emily a little jealous because they were enjoying themselves. They were clearly not talking scholarly about Jack the Ripper, like the pro-Aaron group.


There had been a time when Emily had been just as obsessed with the Ripper as Aaron. Aged thirteen, she had done some homework for her Social Studies class which involved drawing a family tree. Using a genealogy website, she had discovered that she was related to the Ripper’s fifth victim, Mary Jane Kelly. That fact had led to a keen interest in all things Ripper-related. At university she had joined Aaron’s Ripper Society because she wanted to learn more. Aaron had been fascinated by her link to the Ripper, treating her like a celebrity. She had loved his attention. Emily remembered spending long nights with him in the university library researching Victorian London. After a long study session, they used to sneak into the stacks to kiss and make love. Now she could hardly remember the last time her husband had shown any sexual interest in her. Right then he was showing more interest in answering the newbie’s questions.


“I’m a little confused,” the newbie was saying. “What exactly are the canonical murders I’ve heard people mentioning?”


“Most experts believe just five murders can be attributed to Jack the Ripper because they match his MO of strangling, throat-cutting and dismembering his victims. They were Polly Nichols, Anne Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, Catherine Eddowes and Mary Jane Kelly. They are the so-called canonical murders. There were several more murders in Whitechapel that could be Ripper kills, but they don’t match the same MO. Martha Tabram, for example, was stabbed multiple times, but she wasn’t strangled first. There was also Rose Mylett and Lizzie Davies. They . . .”


Emily soon became bored by the conversation at her table because she had heard it all before. She stopped listening, choosing instead to focus on getting drunk with Kyra, who had been her best friend since they shared a room at Oxford. Kyra had joined the Ripper Society to support Emily, but over the years Kyra had developed an expert’s knowledge in the subject. Kyra was a freelance journalist and Ripperologist, but she didn’t talk about the Ripper endlessly. She only talked about that subject if asked. Emily appreciated that. They moved away to another table so they could chat about what they’d been doing since they last met in person.


“I haven’t done much,” Emily said. She nearly added: “Apart from having an affair.” But she didn’t say it. “You still seeing that guy – the TV presenter?”


“No,” Kyra said. “He went back to his wife.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be. He was a jerk. He never intended to leave her. He was a liar.” Kyra emptied her glass of wine. “God, I wish I could find a good man. I’m sick of dating losers. You are so lucky, Emily.”


“I am?”


“Absolutely. You’re married to a man you love.”


Emily sighed. “Lucky me.”


Kyra frowned. “Hey – you look sad. What’s up?”


“Our sex life is non-existent.”


“Oh. But you two used to be all over each other.”


“I know,” Emily said. “These days we hardly do anything together. I’m always working and he’s always researching. Hell, Kyra – you probably spend more time with him than I do because you share his interest in the Ripper. Frankly, I’m sick of hearing about the Ripper. He’s like a third person in our marriage.”


“Are you crying?”


“A little,” she admitted, wiping her tears away before anyone else noticed. “God, Kyra, I’ve done something bad.”


“What?”


The next words out of her mouth would have never escaped if she had not been drinking so much wine. “I’ve been having an affair.”


Kyra looked stunned. “Wow.” She lowered her voice. “How long?”


“Four months.”


“With whom?”


“This guy at the office. Nick. My boss. He’s married too. We started flirting one day and then it just sort of happened.”


“Does Aaron know?”


“Of course not. You’re not going to say something, are you?”


Kyra shook her head. “I’d never do that. God. What are you going to do?”


“I don’t know. Maybe a divorce?” She felt a sob in her throat, which she had to suppress. “I don’t like thinking about it. I need another drink. I’m not yet drunk enough to enjoy myself. I need another glass of wine immediately.”


“I’ll get it,” Kyra said.


Emily stayed in the bar until midnight. The bar stayed open for another couple of hours, but she was embarrassingly slurring her words and did not want to stay up that late. She said good night to Kyra before approaching the table where her husband was still talking to the bearded newbie in the black anorak. “I’m going to bed, Aaron. Are you coming with me?”


“Uh – no. Just want to discuss something a bit longer.”


Emily didn’t bother kissing him. What would be the point? She staggered towards the lift in the reception area, where she saw Glenda waiting alone with a bottle of champagne. The door to the first lift opened after about a minute of awkward silence. They entered it together. Glenda pressed for the fourth floor. “Which floor are you on?”


“Uh – four.”


“That’s me, too. I guess we’re all on the same floor because we booked at the same time.”


“Guess so.”


That was the end of their conversation. The lift opened on to a long red-carpeted corridor, which had doors to the left and right. Emily’s room was number 404, which was to the left. Glenda exited and turned right. “Good night, Emily.”


“’Night.”


Emily reached her room and struggled to find the key in her hand-bag. It took her a long time to locate it even though it had a plastic fob attached. She fumbled the key into the lock and opened her door, pausing to look into the darkness inside the suite, which had twin beds instead of a double because her husband liked to sleep on his own.


A giggle down the corridor made her turn her head to see Glenda disappearing into a room. “Got the champers,” Glenda said before the door closed. Emily was envious. Glenda wasn’t going to sleep alone. Emily stumbled over to her bed and slumped down on it, lonely and angry, seriously thinking of sexting Nick, but Nick would be at home with his wife and kids. Calling him now would be a very dumb move. Feeling very sorry for herself, Emily stripped off her clothes and crawled into her single bed. She sobbed into her pillows until she slipped into unconsciousness.


“Emily . . . Emily . . .”


“What?”


“Time to wake up.”


“Urgh. What’s the time?”


“Six-thirty.”


“Six-thirty?” She opened her eyes and saw her husband was already shaved and dressed. “I was sleeping. Why the hell did you wake me?”


“Breakfast’s between seven and eight-thirty. It’s best to be down before everyone else.”


“Why?”


“It’s buffet style. All the bacon and eggs will be freshly cooked if we get there early.”


“Please don’t talk about food. I feel sick.”


“Hangover?”


“Yes. From hell.”


“From Hell! That’s the title of a Ripper film starring Johnny Depp!”


Emily could not believe he had brought up the Ripper before she had got out of bed or even woken up properly. A new record. “Go down on your own. Let me sleep a little longer.”


“Come on. I gave you half an hour to get ready. I’ll turn on the shower and make some tea.”


She tried going back to sleep, but the sound of the shower running made it hard. Hearing the kettle boiling made it impossible. Confronted by a hot cup of tea that smelled vilely of clotted UHT milk, her stomach flipped and she rushed to the toilet just in time.


Aaron came to the doorway. “You OK, hon?”


“No, but you got me awake. Happy now?”


“You sound mad with me, but being awake is better than sleeping through a breakfast we’ve already paid for.”


“Not to me it isn’t.” Her stomach couldn’t cope with a big breakfast. But she was fully awake now. By seven she was ready to leave their suite for a very light breakfast – maybe some dry toast and fruit – so she followed Aaron into the corridor. They walked to the lift in silence. Aaron pressed the button. She pressed it too once, twice, three times.


“That won’t speed it up,” he said.


“Oh, shut up.”


“What did I do?”


She sighed. “Let’s just get down for breakfast. I’m not in the mood for talking to you this early in the morning.”


The lift was coming up to their floor. Upon arriving, the door opened slowly, revealing a dark figure inside – with a knife.


It was Jack the Ripper.


“Jesus!” Emily cried out. It took her a second to realise it was the cardboard cut-out. “What the hell, Aaron? That’s not funny! You scared me.”


“I didn’t put it there,” he said. “I bet it was Gary. I should have a stern word with him.”


“Forget him,” Emily said. “Let’s just go down now.”


They squeezed into the lift with Jack the Ripper between them. Emily pressed G for the ground floor. The lift descended silently, almost like it was not moving. After a minute it reached the ground floor. Emily stepped out in the deserted reception while her husband lifted up his cardboard Ripper and carried it out. He stood holding it outside the closed, locked doors of the dining room.


Emily glared at him.


“What?” he said innocently.


“You are not bringing that thing with us for breakfast. The staff will think you are a nutter.”


“OK. I’ll put Jack back outside the conference room,” he said, leaving her standing alone.


She waited impatiently until Aaron returned. They stood waiting for another ten minutes. Emily paced. “This is ridiculous. We obviously came down too early.”


“Not according to my watch. They should have opened up by now. Where is everyone?”


“Are you sure you have the time right?”


“Yes,” he said. He walked over to the reception desk. “I’ll get someone.”


He rang the bell for service, but nobody appeared. Emily was bored of standing around waiting for a breakfast she didn’t even want. “I’m going back to our room.”


“I’ll stay here.”


“Whatever. You can get me when they eventually open the dining room.” She stomped off towards the lift.


The fourth floor was deathly quiet when she walked back to her room. On the way, she noticed several doors were ajar, which seemed strange because nobody had come down for breakfast. Maybe there were no guests in those rooms? She stopped at Kyra’s room. Her door was ajar too, so she knocked and called her name.


There was no reply, but her knock pushed the door inwards, revealing darkness. The curtains were closed. “Kyra?” Emily identified the shapes of the TV, wardrobe and bed. The bed was occupied and, for a moment, Emily believed her friend was sleeping – but something was wrong. As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, a tightness gripped her chest so she could not even scream.


Someone had sliced Kyra’s neck open to the bone. One of Kyra’s internal organs – a kidney or her liver – had been draped on her shoulder. More organs had been removed and left in a heap on her butchered abdomen.


Emily stared at her in shock and disbelief. Her best friend was lying in a pool of dark blood, very, very dead.


Emily staggered backwards into the corridor, trying to shout for help, but she felt as though her own throat had been cut because she could make no sounds. She gasped for breath, looking up and down the empty corridor, afraid the killer would suddenly appear. A thought hit her like a powerful blow. Call the police! Her phone was in her bag. Her bag was in her room. She had the key on her, but she was terrified of unlocking the door in case the killer was in there, waiting for her.


A noise made her look towards the lift. There was a light on. The lift was coming up. Who was inside? Was it Aaron? She hoped it was, but what if it was the killer?


She ran up to a door that was slightly open and slipped into another dark bedroom. There was a male dead body on the bed with its throat cut, but she didn’t scream because she was more frightened by the unknown person coming up in the lift. Any noise would give away her hiding place. She closed the door the way she had found it and listened as the lift stopped. She thought of hiding in the room somewhere, but what if her movements made a noise? No – she was frozen behind the door. Listening as someone stepped out of the lift. The soft carpet made their footfalls almost silent. Was it the killer? She peered through the gap as the person walked in her direction. A shadow passed.


She saw it was Aaron. Relief poured through her in a warm wave as she opened the door, making her husband jump when she whispered his name. He turned around, frowning. “Nobody showed up at the reception. What are you doing in Henry’s room?”


“Hiding,” she said. “Aaron, someone’s killing everyone.”


“What?”


“Look.”


She stepped aside so he could see beyond her into the room. Aaron studied the crime scene like he was used to seeing dead bodies in hotel rooms. “My God! His wounds are like the Ripper’s first victim.”


“Kyra’s dead too,” she said. “I think someone’s been in every room, leaving the doors ajar after killing the people inside. W-what are we going to do?”


“We’ll get the police.” Aaron patted his pockets. “Damn. I left my phone in our room. Do you have yours?”


“No. It’s also there.”


“OK – let’s get our phones and call the police.”


“What if the killer is waiting in our room?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “You want to risk it or just get out of here?”


“Out of here,” she said.


“Lift or stairs?”


“Not the lift. We’d be trapped.”


“The stairs then.”


“OK,” she said.


Just then she heard a door opening down the corridor. They both stared as a woman appeared wearing a hotel bathrobe, last night’s clothes bundled in her hands. It was Glenda. She grinned nervously. “Oh, hi. You caught me doing the ‘walk of shame’!”


“You’re OK?” Emily said.


“Yeah,” Glenda said. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


“Everyone’s dead – except you and us.”


“What are you talking about?”


“They’ve been murdered in their sleep,” Aaron said. “Their throats were cut – like Jack the Ripper’s victims.”


Glenda should have been shocked, but she continued walking towards them. “That’s a sick joke, Aaron.”


“I’m not joking.” He opened the door of Kyra’s suite. “Look if you don’t believe me.”


Finally, Glenda accepted what they were saying. “She’s dead. Really dead. Have you called the police?”


“Not yet,” Aaron said. “We left our phones in our room. Do you have yours?”


Glenda nodded. “Here. You report it. I can’t even think of the name of the hotel. My head’s spinning. I can’t believe everyone’s dead. I’d better tell Gary.”


Aaron made the call while Glenda went back to the room to get Gary. Gary came out half dressed, wearing only his jeans and socks. Even though he had been told everyone was dead, Gary had to have a look for himself in several rooms. “They’ve all been butchered. Wow. It’s like the Ripper’s alive again.”
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