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One – How to Begin?

The first time I stabbed her, I think it surprised me as much as it surprised the whore.

Surprised, perhaps, isn't strong enough. I'll use startled instead. We were, both of us, startled when out of the blue I grabbed her throat from the front, with both hands, and pressed with my thumbs and squeezed with my fingers. The whore gasped. That was all she had time for. All she had air for.

I gasped too. The experience was as new for me as it was for her. Though, I admit, I was probably getting more pleasure from it than she. I'd halted the release of her stinking beery breath, at least, and that was certainly a plus.

Her eyes grew wide, I could see that even in the dark. I released her with my right hand. Oh, fear not, I still clutched her fat throat with my left. I…

Quite an amusing debate would arise in near future as to whether I was left or right-handed, or possibly ambidextrous. But, there I go, off on a tangent. It's a bad habit of mine. Allow me to end the argument before it begins. I'm right-handed… as I was about to demonstrate on the gasping whore.

I reached in and drew from my coat the long blade, the shiny surgical knife I'd, let's say borrowed, from hospital. I turned it in my hand as I lifted it above both our heads then, blade down, brought it down hard into her left breast.

She tried to scream.

But, of course, she couldn't. I still had her throat. But her wide open mouth, and her even wider open eyes, showed she wanted to scream. Mouth and eyes together gave me all the joy an audible scream might without the accompanying risks. As quickly as the entire affair had come upon me, as little thought as I'd put into the details of the deed, I did consider the noise. The small medical knowledge I'd picked up along my way told me the voice box was a wind instrument, like any other. Without the passage of air, there could be no music.

I say 'little thought'. Allow me to explain… if I can.

I'd conceived the notion of murder on a whim, a quick solution to a nagging problem. From then on, I didn't concern myself with the murder; I worried about the problem. I grew angry, then furious, at the problem. (At those at the heart of the problem.) I never plotted murder. On the contrary, for the longest time, I fought the urges to… Eventually the urges won.

But I hadn't organized any plan. I was nervous when I nicked the knife. I was hesitant but, at the same time, thrilled when the drunk whore presented me with the opportunity. I caught myself off guard when I grabbed her and began to throttle her. And I was startled when I stabbed her.

But, if I'd given little thought to murder, I'd given none at all to the moment when the whore would go unconscious. It took me by complete surprise when she suddenly became dead weight.

That first stab had done the trick. She might have been dead, I didn't know and didn't really care. But she was certainly unconscious and I had all of her weight, only by the throat, by one hand. That was no good. There was no way to work, not like that, and I had a job to do.

I had no choice but to let her fall to the stone landing. Then, as I was puffing hard from the labour, and from my own fear and, I confess, from a stirring of excitement as well, I paused to catch my breath. To look around and make sure the two of us remained alone.

I heard a dog barking distantly, and a horse-drawn cart a long way off, but we were alone.

I pushed the long blade back into my coat. Truth be told, I wasn't sure about the long one. Like I said, I'd only nicked it from hospital; had used it for the first time. I wasn't sure how I felt about it and didn't feel like going on with it. Instead I pulled the other blade, the penknife, I'd bought in a junk shop in the Whitechapel High and had had in my possession for a good while. It was shorter, with a sturdier blade; the tool I'd always imagined taking on the job, when the job was merely the spark of an idea. Now I was there, and about it, the shorter blade felt better in my hand, as if it belonged. More at home.

With a tight grip on the more comfortable tool, I kneeled beside the woman who, by her indecency, had chosen through her own free will to take up boozing and whoring and thereby forced me to stab her to death – and I got on with the job.

But I'm getting ahead of myself in the telling. I see that now. Another bad habit. I go off on tangents and I get ahead of myself. Let me back up a bit.

 

Allow me to introduce myself. I can't announce my true name, of course, that would give the game away before it's started. For the present, I'll refer to myself as Mr __.

ha ha. That's appropriate. In the beginning I really was nothing after all, a blank space, a place holder, until I found myself and my reason. Later, I became something indeed; something to be reckoned with. In the course of the telling of this tale, I'll let the cat out of the bag, I'll name myself. Because the world ought to meet its legends. But for now, I'm Mr __.

It may surprise that I'm not a feeble-minded cockney dropping the 'aitches from the 'eads, or the gee's from the bleedin' tails, o' my sentences like a costermonger losing apples into the gutter through a hole in the bottom of his barrow. Sorry to disappoint, but I'm an educated man. No, I have not been to university. I am not a gentleman. But I can read. I devour books and retain that which I've read. That's one of my secrets.

I can describe myself, and will, for all the good that might do. I'm in my thirties or thereabouts, five and a half feet tall give or take an inch or two. I've a fair complexion with darkish brown hair and a well-groomed brown moustache on a charming full face. I have extremely dark brown eyes, all but black. I have broad shoulders, strong hands and, when necessary, the ability to run like the wind. But, again, none of that matters.

As this tale unwinds, I will be described – by so-called witnesses – as short and tall, as old and young, as dark and as ginger, as thin and as stout. I will be clean shaven. Or have a reddish moustache. I will have a black moustache that curls at the ends. Or a full beard. I'll appear to be a labourer. I'll seem to be a clerk. I will pass as shabby genteel. I'll clearly show myself to be a slumming toff. I will wear an opera cloak (although I do not own one). I will tap the wet pavement with a walking stick (though I've never used one). And of course, (though I walk empty-handed) I will be seen to skulk the dark streets carrying an ominous black bag.

Allow me to offer this warning in advance of the eyewitness reports of my appearances: It'll all be a load of tosh. I can look like anyone I choose. That's another of my secrets.

Here's a third: When it suits me, I walk unseen. No, this isn't a bogey story. It won't be owing to a trick of the light. I walk the teeming, poorly lit streets of Queen Victoria's London like any other man. I am there to be seen, but nobody bothers. In the slums of the East End no one dares to ask who it is that stands beside them. Or looks to see who walks behind them.

I occupy space like any other man, but I am unseen. For I am not any other man. I am a societal necessity. I am a legend in the making.





Two – Poor Emma Smith

The moment with which I started this tale, the moment when I initially stabbed the first dirty whore, that was early in the morning of 7 August, 1888. I'll return to that, and tell it proper, soon. But first… As I think of it, and if I want to tell the full story true, it really began four months earlier in the spring of that year. Yes, of course!

And, yes, I could go back further still. If you do crime, or commit murder, or what have you, it all probably started earlier. I could blame my drunk mother, or my filthy auntie, or the upbringing the pair of them afforded me, or the monarchy, or my finances, or what have you. But chuck that. I don't give a damn about that and won't waste time telling it. I am what I am, however it was that I came to be. But the story I'm telling here, the story of my summer and autumn of glory, actually began in April of 1888, the morning following Easter Sunday.

I hadn't been feeling right for some while. It's difficult to explain exactly what I mean by that. I wasn't potty, don't think that. I wasn't hearing voices or anything of the sort. But I was plagued by my strong sense of responsibility. A fellow ought not come into this world and thereafter simply take. He needs to give as well. My eyes could see, my mind could consider that which I saw, my conscience spoke to me of duties owed my fellow human beings, my city, and my world. I didn't care about them, don't get me wrong. I'm not some compassionate bleeding heart. I'm not talking about feelings at all. I'm talking about duty and responsibility. Things were not right and, owing to that, there were steps needed taking. It was my duty to make the world a better place.

The first of those steps was to find work which allowed me to do right, to help mankind. I was already well-down that road. For several years I'd been volunteering my time at London Hospital, a charity concern towering over Whitechapel Road in the East End. Know this, the posh, the well-off, the titled upper classes did not go to hospitals; when ill or injured, they summoned their private doctors, who went to them. Hospitals were for the working classes. And the lowest classes. The poorest of the poor came to hospital for treatment when in the midst of an emergency or when the work house casualty wards couldn't or wouldn't deal with them.

Some might look upon volunteer work as lowly, but I never saw it that way. In fact, I was proud of my position for the opportunities it provided. I needed no medical knowledge at all to accomplish my tasks; moving patients, tending to their physical needs, bringing them food, taking away their waste, answering the commands of doctor and nurse alike. And, as I imagined might happen, when the tasks got nastier, and the willing volunteers thinned out, the work became real employment for those loyal few of us. The doctors were paid, most of the nurses were paid and, from that time on, as an official orderly, I was paid.

Carrying bed pans was no longer one of my routine activities. Instead, I was preparing the surgical theatres, shunting patients to and from their operations, cremating diseased and amputated organs and limbs, and shunting corpses to and from the pathology annex, eh, the mortuary. I was not only more important than the meager volunteers on the floors above. I was necessary. Without me, there would have been no order. The filth would have, quite literally, overrun the place.

They counted on me to eliminate the filth.

There were benefits far beyond the contents of my weekly pay packet. Each assignment provided an avenue to knowledge; offering a man with a keen eye, and a keener mind, the opportunity to learn and to gain much. The sights I saw at hospital, the diverse education I received, and the pay put me above those around me and freed me, financially and spiritually, for other pursuits.

The seed of my purpose had been planted.

I was in my exalted position that morning, attending to patients in the foul ward, beds dedicated to the women the government called the Unfortunates. Those who, not appreciating their alternatives, took to a life of prostitution. Unfortunates; I found that generous and forgiving. The police called them bang-tails. I thought that frivolous, a fun reference to a filthy work. They were whores, why decorate it? Entire streets in the slums of London were inhabited by whores, guzzling cheap alcohol between bouts of spreading disease. Every working night I passed among the dirty bitches. The worst cases were shipped off to separate 'Lock Hospitals' to be caged like animals. But the law wouldn't allow their eternal confinement. When their acute phases passed, the whores were discharged back to the streets to infect new customers. There was no cure for syphilis; no end to the suffering for their unsuspecting prey but insanity and death.

Forgive me… I go off on tangents.

I was hauling waste from the foul ward early that Monday morning, 3 April, when a middle-aged woman of the street was helped into hospital by friends of hers. I was summoned to the Emergency Room to give them a hand with her. She was called Emma Smith. She'd been attacked that morning, assaulted and robbed in the dark, she claimed, by a gang of three men. They'd grabbed her, beat her, and stole whatever items of value she carried. Then, if what she claimed was true, in what amounted to a grand finale, the trio had knocked her to the ground, pulled her legs apart, and savagely inserted some blunt object – a stick or like instrument – up inside of her.

She survived the attack, 'by some miracle' her friends claimed, and made it back to her lodgings. There she informed them of all the juicy sordid details. Soon thereafter, they hurried her to hospital. As I said, I was summoned to assist upon her arrival. I did not recognize it as such at the time but, with the registration of Emma Smith, destiny had altered my life.

The seed of my purpose took root.

Being the acute care orderly on duty, I personally had a hand in undressing her. Her laboured breath stank of beer, made the air heavy and turned my stomach. I would have abandoned the room and left my work undone had it not been for her groans. The girl was in incredible pain. I cannot explain why, but I found her cries to be a balm to my irritated spirit. Her pain soothed me. The sickness in my stomach left. I found my mood lightening as I washed her filthy bits. I was positively cheery as I wheeled her into the surgery theatre and readied her for the knife.

The nurses and Dr Haslip, the house surgeon, took over. No longer needed, I slipped quietly out of theatre. And, even more quietly, I slipped in and stood to the side in the otherwise empty surgical students' gallery above… to see what I could see.

What I saw was the nurses peeling back the sheets to expose her injured nether region. They bent her knees and spread her pale white legs. As I suspected, washing her had been a waste. The filth could not be washed clean. The whole of her… lower area was thick and red with fresh blood.

They covered her mouth and nose with cotton and dripped laudanum onto it. The girl selfishly disappeared into a dreamy oblivion, depriving me of the pleasure of her cries.

I saw the doctor climb between her splayed legs and go to work. While she cooed and lolled her head, he inserted clean white bandages, touched and tamped away, then removed blood-covered rags. He examined and probed the depths of her injuries, he stitched and packed as best he was able; all to the tune of her drifting moans. It was altogether thrilling. And revolting beyond description. And saddening – without being sad. And engaging. And enraging.

When the surgery ended, I caught my breath. I drew a handkerchief and wiped a considerable sweat from my brow. Then I got myself back together. I hurried below, returned to the theatre, and made short work of transporting the woman to her bed in the post-operative ward.

But, as I had determined early on, the effort of everybody involved had been wasted. Emma Smith fell into a coma and died from her injuries the next morning. It was a horrible shame.

I admit, I held it against her. Had she died immediately, it would have been my duty to remove her to the hospital mortuary. There, in the cold solitude, I might have had a few minutes with her. As it was, some other orderly had the pleasure. A horrible shame indeed.

Let me state up front, categorically, I had nothing whatever to do with the attack upon Emma Smith or the death that resulted. Again, I was working. But, I confess, the event affected me more than I ever imagined it might. Further, I honestly believe and therefore state, her accidental murder altered forever the course of my thoughts. Not my feelings, perhaps, but most assuredly my thoughts. I cannot express the disturbance that welled within my being upon my discovery, by way of the morning papers, she had died; the violent thoughts that sprang to life and had, since that day, more and more frequently occurred to me. Not only thoughts but violent stirrings I had never known.

All because of that woman of the streets. That whore.

Emma Smith troubled me, visited me in my dreams, tormented me. More so the knowledge the streets were full of the likes of her; boozing, whoring Emma Smiths, drunk as a lord, drunk as my mother, filthy as my auntie, ruining good men all around them. They were bringing down the whole of society. Something, my conscience told me, something had to be done. I saw it then, my responsibility to the community.

For months I agonized over those concerns. Yet, as troubled as I was, I continued to do my bit for the people of the East End. I continued my important work in hospital. As I stated earlier, I had much to gain from my profession, a sense of worth, an understanding of right, the medical knowledge necessary to take on the new job my conscience insisted upon. All gain.

Now, four months later, early morning of 7 August, as I left the hospital, I quietly and unobtrusively gained a surgical knife with a fine and shining steel blade. It had been inappropriately left out and I covertly picked it up and slipped it into my coat as I headed for the door.





Three – George Yard

My lodging was south of, but relatively near to, London Hospital. I only mention it to make it plain that, with Emma Smith four months dead yet unaccountably again on my mind, though I lived close by, I did not feel like going home. When I left work, I needed air. I needed to walk and to think.

In order to truly understand this tale, it must be understood that upon stepping outside… I did not step into a romantic Victorian London, with Big Ben glowing magisterially above Parliament down river from a fog-shrouded Tower Bridge. Those did exist, in their own form, but west of there. West of there. I did not hail a satin covered hansom or a polished black hardwood coach with a thick-coated, thick-tongued cockney at the whip steering a snorting team of beautifully coiffed horses across rain-swept cobblestone streets. Those did exist, in their own way, but west of there. Well west of there. I did not enter beside high-hatted toffs into gay music halls, or arm-in-arm with respectable ladies into legitimate theatres or fine restaurants. I didn't go there. I didn't make faces at the rigid guards standing tall before Buck-place. I didn't tip my cap at the crisp, round-helmeted bobbies standing in the bright halos of gaslight on every street corner. Any of that might have taken place in London of 1888 but, if it did, it would happen in the City and in the West End. Well west of there.

This was the East End. I left London Hospital, walking west – through the East End.

Gay laughter was in short supply even in the entertaining streets of the East End. Hoots of derision and the cheers that followed the act of having put one over on someone, those were the sounds likely to be heard. There were few music halls (and those by the docks), no tapping feet, no cheering crowds. Joy, rarely expressed, came in the form of too-loud drunken bleats. There was no champagne, only cheap wine. There was no best bitter, only cheap gin and cheaper beer. Instead of the sounds of wafting West End gaiety, the streets here were filled with the plonks and plinks of tinny pianos, one after another, escaping the doors and windows of one drab public house after another. The sounds of carousing, arguing, and fighting were the music of the crowded pubs in the East End.

There, square-jawed constables who'd missed a button on their uniform coat, or skipped a day in shining their boots, traveled the thin poorly lit streets (one lamp for every four in the West End) and the unlit back alleys in patrols of two (or in some streets of Spitalfields, four), jamming their lanterns in gin-clouded eyes demanding, “Here now, who do you think you're talking to?” or “Get out of it!” as they slammed a boot up an arse or a hand against the back of a head.

There were plenty of cabmen (or carmen as they're truly called) in the streets of the East End. But most were on foot, walking from their lodgings to work, or from their work back home again. Their cabs, hansoms, and coaches were owned by someone else and stabled elsewhere, mostly in the city. There were wagons and carts in the streets, plenty of them, pulled by tired work horses and over-tired nags; filled, not with toffs in evening dress, but with the fruits of labour, the products of the wharfs, the fields, the furriers. There were barrows, barrows by the hundreds, pushed by hand by the fishmongers, the costermongers, the greengrocers and fruiterers, the butchers, the bakers, and the trinket peddlers.

By day the streets were filled with labourers, salesmen, customers, and children; dirty rag-wearing children everywhere. By night the streets of the East End emptied until only the criminals, the coppers, the drunks without doss money, and the whores remained. And the streets were dark.

So, needing to think, I headed west – through the East End. I followed the Whitechapel Road south and further west. I passed the workhouse, then the County Court, on my right. As I said, I'd been feeling out of sorts for some time and that night was no exception. The sights and sounds of dirty Whitechapel hit me like never before, adding to my confusion.

London was the largest and wealthiest city on earth, the heart of the British empire; a fact incomprehensible to anyone walking the streets of the East End in those early morning hours. There before me on the curb, barely touched by the amber nimbus of a gas lamp above, sat a grand example; an emaciated Jew by his looks, dark and swarthy, dirty and unkempt, muttering to himself (talking to voices?) in the foreign language of the Russian or the Pole. It was impossible to tell which as it was under his breath. Clearly he suffered as the result of years of indulgence in solitary vices. While he carried on his insane conversation, he picked wet bits of bread from the gutter and devoured them ravenously. I walked on, wordlessly, leaving him to his madness. But I couldn't forget him. He was a symbol of life around him in that filthy slum. Violence, drunken brawls, robberies, deprivation, poverty, and hardship were everywhere.

The driving forces behind all? Obviously… I was certain. Emma Smith had made it clear. They were the combination of cheap alcohol and women of low character.

Headed west on the Whitechapel High, I paused again at the corner of a northbound side street and stared up through the gloom at the sign overhead. I looked again and, this time, really took it in. Osborn Street. Another crashing wave of thoughts overtook me. Osborn Street.

The attack on Emma Smith had taken place on Osborn Street, there in Whitechapel. One block up, past the County Court, at the corner of Osborn and Wentworth. Four months had passed yet, suddenly, more fiercely even than it had earlier in the night, it all came back. Easter. Osborn Street. Emma Smith, a drunken whore bringing down the whole East End.

That's what must be understood! The affect her kind had on society, the city, the people. Cor, my landlady, had gone on about it endlessly! True, she could never get enough of colourful or infamous street gossip, with tragedy and violence being particular favorites of hers, but she wasn't wrong. And Emma Smith had already been heavy on my mind. Now again, four months on, I stood at the foot of Osborn Street – where it began.

I reached into my coat; felt the long bladed knife I'd borrowed from hospital. Still there. I slipped my hand into my pocket (ignoring the string, chalk, and matches I always carried) and touched my short, sturdy penknife. Where it belonged. I had everything a boy could need. Isn't that how my vicious mother would have said it, breathing beer all over me? You have everything a boy could need!

Forgive me. I'm having trouble keeping my focus as I tell it.

I was having the same difficulty that night as well. Standing there on Osborn Street, it had suddenly all become too much. Overwhelmed! Yes, I was overwhelmed. I needed to get away; to go somewhere quiet. Some place I could be alone with my thoughts. Someplace where I might put my thoughts in order. I had to get away from Osborn Street. I hurried on another short block down the Whitechapel High. Then I slipped through a covered archway, into a dark and narrow, seemingly out of the way place… I paused, backtracked several steps to find and read the sign. George Yard.

I found myself suddenly entering a quiet dark little thoroughfare called George Yard. I needed to sit down. I wanted to have a think by myself.

I hadn't been there long, hadn't begun to do the thinking I'd intended, when I was startled by the click-click-clicking footsteps of someone approaching quickly from the north; the Wentworth Street entrance. I leaned back into the shadows but continued to stare in the direction of the sound as the approaching figure took shape. It was a woman, all alone.

As she drew nearer, I made her out… to be young, pretty, carrying a bag of what I guessed to be groceries in her arms. She stopped before the entrance to the residential George Yard Buildings and slipped a hand inside her pocket. Searching for a latch key? This she did in the dark for neither of the two gas lamps at the top of the stairs, above the building entrance, were alight. She seemed indifferent to the dark, at home; suggesting a tenant, well-used to the conditions. She also seemed ignorant of my presence; completely unaware how near to her I was. I could have reached out and touched her. I could have… done anything to her. But… she was respectable-looking.

She didn't require cleaning. Why would I touch her?

It didn't matter. Key in hand, she climbed the wide staircase and disappeared inside. I took a needed breath. But I felt nothing. My hands shook, my heart was trotting, I admit that. But I felt nothing. I had to think.

But it wasn't my night to think. It was destined to be my night to act. For, in no time at all, came another interruption. It was a couple this time, a man and a woman headed my way, also from the north entrance. She was short, plump, middle-aged. (She might well have been my mother.) He, of all things, was a soldier of the Grenadier Guards. No sooner did I make them out in the gloom than I was angry with both. He ought to have been resplendent in his bright red uniform, but he wasn't at all. No! He was staggering drunk; an embarrassment to Queen and country. The woman seemed to have all she could do to hold him upright as they came deeper into the Yard. She was an obvious women of the streets, drunk and immoral, nothing at all respectable about her. He should not have been with her. She should not have lured a man in his cups away from duty and decency.

They stopped in roughly the same spot as the respectable woman moments before; near me. I leaned further back into the shadows not to be found out. I slowed my breathing not to be heard. Still, I remained near enough I could have touched either one – and neither knew I was there.

“C'mon, love,” the woman said, pushing her arm through his and assisting him up the wide stone staircase, the same used by the good woman, to the dark entrance to George Yard Buildings. But they did not enter. I watched from below in rapt attention.

I heard a church bell sometime round then, I'm not sure which church or from which direction, St Mary Matfelon or Christ Church maybe? I don't know my churches as I should. I'm not sure when, either. It's a bit confused in my head. Two gongs it was, whenever I heard it. It had to have been, or only just gone, 2:00 am.

What I knew was what was happening a few steps above my dark hiding place. The drink sodden soldier and the woman of the street struck their bargain. They agreed upon a price, then moved to carry out their evil compact. He struggled to open his belt and drop his trousers. She fell back, standing, against the cold bricks of the entrance wall and hoisted up her skirt and petticoats. She burbled something at him, encouraging him to get the deed started. He teetered, with his trousers round his ankles, complaining he wasn't ready. She huffed impatiently and reached out to help him.

That's when something went wrong.

It might have been a sudden attack of conscience on the part of the soldier, but I doubt it. Most likely it was on account of his severe inebriation. Whatever the cause, the fellow was not able to… He could not perform the vile act of coupling which he'd commissioned.

That difficulty, in turn, caused the woman to giggle. A sickening drunken giggle. Then she dropped her skirts and she laughed in his face. The soldier ought not to have been there, involved in such a ridiculous transaction. Still part of me stood with him. To be unable to function was enraging; to be ridiculed for it was devastating. It must have been. Then, as if she hadn't done injury enough, the woman demanded her money; the amount they'd negotiated.

The soldier refused payment, of course. When she objected he threatened her with violence. I can't say I blamed him. It wasn't fair. It wasn't right, the way she'd treated him; laughing in his face, demanding payment without fulfilling her wretched service. It was no way to treat a member of Her Majesty's Grenadier Guards. It was no way to treat a man. Wasn't bad enough she spread her muck about the city.

I found myself joining the soldier in his rage. In my mind, at that moment, the woman stopped being a woman. She became nothing but a common street whore. She was the problem with those filthy city streets. She was Emma Smith all over again. The more I thought of her, the more furious I grew.





Four – Soldier's Whore

As to the pair on the stairs above me… Unpleasantness might well have followed had either been sober enough. But they were not. The unsatisfied soldier picked up his trousers along with his wounded pride, stumbled down the stairs and, righting himself, abandoned the Yard by way of Wentworth Street.

The unpaid whore descended to the foot of the stairs. There she stood, sniffling and weakly calling curses after him until he was out of sight.

That was when I stepped from the shadows. I silently approached the soldier's whore from behind. I reached for her shoulder but stopped my hand short. I didn't want to touch her – yet. I wasn't ready to touch her – yet. Instead, in a voice that shattered the night silence (a voice I barely recognized), I asked her, “Have you been cheated?”

“Lord,” the woman exclaimed, turning quickly to face me. She fluttered a hand over her breast. “You scared the life out of me!” Her crocodile tears instantly dried. She took a breath, then another for good measure, calming herself. Back in control, she asked, “What did you say?”

“I asked if you'd been cheated.”

“What's it to you? Who are you anyways?”

“It's nothing to me, really. I'm someone who wouldn't want to see a lady cheated.”

Even in the gloom, I saw her eyebrow go up. “A lady, huh?”

“I'd be willing to make it right,” I told her.

Her second brow joined the first on high. “Yeah?' she asked. Then, with a muted laugh, added, “If I'm willing, eh?”

“But not here, of course; not in the street.”

“There are plenty of places, love.” She chucked a dirty thumb over her shoulder. “Nice dark little nest right up here.” She beckoned me, then started back up the dark stone staircase, back to the spot she'd abandoned, where moments before she'd failed and insulted the soldier.

Neither originality nor superficial social formalities appeared to be of import to her. That was fine. While I enjoyed the first, I could live without it. I was entirely indifferent to the second. I followed her up the steps.

She reached the flagstone landing, and stopped as before, not twelve feet from a resident's door. (Its position suggested it belonged to none other than the building superintendent.) I joined her there. As she turned around to face me, I think she smiled. Lamentably that spot was even darker than the street; too dark to clearly see the expression on her face. That was a shame.

I'd imagined this moment for a long time – and had always envisioned the rise of terror on the face of… whoever the lucky whore happened to be. Now, with that moment finally at hand, to find it too dark to really see. Yes, that was a shame. But don't think I allowed that to put me off. More light would have been desirable, but wasn't necessary. The job ahead would hold excitements that couldn't be seen, I was certain; joys that stimulated all of the senses. Don't think I was dithering. I was looking forward to it. Not merely for what I hoped to receive from the act. Don't think me selfish.

Don't think I was putting it off, either. I was not afraid to proceed. Nor was I embarrassed or unsure. The job needed doing. The East End teemed with the barking mad, who believed, and existed by their belief, that filth, disease, illicit sex, drink and gluttony were meant to be the ways of this world. They would not admit their wrongs and therefore would not correct them. Someone else, someone wiser, was needed to issue those corrections. To exact the cure for the Emma Smith's all around us. Yes, I was needed. On with the job.

That brings me back to where I started this story.

 

Don't think I immediately stabbed her.

I wasn't a fool. I didn't need her squealing her head off and bringing the neighbourhood out and the coppers down on us. No. I was wise and knew I had to go about my work quiet-like. As I said before, I grabbed the whore by her fat throat, clutched her voice box with all the strength in my hands, allowed not a wisp of air to pass and thereby prevented anything like a squeal. Then I switched to a one-handed grip and, with my free hand, reached into my coat and took hold of the long knife I'd nicked from the hospital's surgical theatre.

That was when I startled the both of us. For the first time, I pulled the knife – with measured and full intent. I raised the blade on high. Then, without sign of nerves or so much as a 'by your leave', I stabbed down and into the whore's left breast.

No questions remained. Her actions with the soldier had cemented my thoughts, my will. That was how I felt about her. She wasn't a girl; girls were innocent and she clearly had not been that for ages. She wasn't a woman either; not anymore. Women were respectable. She was a whore; nothing less than filth. Removing filth from the streets was the job needed doing. A job made easier, made exciting, by the fury I felt for her – for being what she was. It was nothing to throttle her where she stood and even less to stab her. She'd got what she had earned.

Once she'd gone unconscious, or dead, if dead she was, I let her fall to the flagstones. In so doing, she made virtually no noise at all; she was a plump thing after all (standing little over five feet) and was soft all around. She hit her head good and hard on landing but even that produced only a dull thump of no consequence. She lay on her back with her tightly clenched hands at her sides. But how she lay, I suppose, was neither here nor there. I had no compassion for her. All I felt for her was a strangely muted fury, the dirty whore.

I switched knives. I tucked away my new but unfamiliar long blade and, instead, pulled out the trusty penknife I'd carried for ages. I opened that blade.

Then I opened her long black jacket. I saw she really was a plump little thing, past middle-aged, but still with – now that her black bonnet had been shaken from its place – mostly dark hair. She had a matching dark complexion. I wanted to hate her!

With a heat rivaling hate, I stabbed her left chest. I stabbed her again. And again, again, again. I stabbed her right chest, and again. Back to her left and a good hard stab into her treacherous whore's heart. I moved down, below the heart; stab, stab, stab, four, five, six, seven. Then on to her round gut; six more stabs there, each as vicious as I could deliver. Dozens of times, I stabbed her. I lost count, of course. I was too busy, and far too agitated, to keep a proper count.

Then as quickly as it had started it all came to an end – or I thought it had.

I was panting for breath… fighting to keep my balance for a strange dizziness had suddenly come over me. But, even as I steadied myself, I realized the job was not done. She was a filthy whore, wasn't she? Though I had put her in her place, I had yet to address that specific fact at all. To make amends, I grabbed the hem of her green (slightly besmirched) skirt, lifted it, and tossed it up above her stomach. I repeated the motion with her brown petticoat. This helped to clear my head as the fabric, on falling, covered her bloody upper form and gave me a respite from having to look directly down into the results of the work already completed. Likewise, the act exposed her stockings, the old and worn pair of side-spring boots with which she was shod, and…

My mouth went dry. I had to lick my lips.

And… her lower region.

Regarding that area… I hadn't seen… that… since Emma Smith. I had no other choice now, I had to look at it. The look, by necessity owing to the gloom, became a prolonged stare. I couldn't see clearly, yet I couldn't turn away. I thought of Emma Smith's bleeding… region. She'd deserved it. This whore deserved it as well.

Time was getting on. Others would inevitably come. I wanted them to come. Whatever else would have been the point? Others had to see. But, needing to be away by then, I had first to finish the job. Resolved, I tore my eyes from the centre of her evil and went back to work.

Nervously, I admit, I took the whore by both knees and spread her legs. Then I took up my penknife again and slashed her evil spot one hard time; a gash three inches long by a good inch deep, above her own dirty gash. With her already dead, there was no spurt of blood, more's the shame, but there was an oozing and pooling as the blood and juices drained into the natural crevices between her separated legs.

Didn't that show her for the whore she was! Wouldn't all who saw it, or eventually learned of it, then know? Gasping for breath, I stood and turned, heading quickly back down the steps to the dark George Yard byway. My job was done.

I got the hell out of there, leaving the soldier's whore to rot where I'd killed her.





Five – The East End

It was an interesting walk back to my lodgings – to say the least. Not on account of any particular event that took place. Merely for all that was happening inside of me. Forgive me, if I fail utterly in reporting it clearly. I shall try.

First, I must say, I struggled physically all the way home.

I wanted to run. Charged with energy, exhilarated, I wanted to run and shout. But, of course, that was out of the question. The last thing I should or would have done at that moment would have been to draw attention to myself. Still, despite the insanity of it, my whole inner being was thrilled and wanted to shout it to the world. So I concentrated, like a child learning how to walk, like a cripple regaining his legs, like an accident victim wobbling to his feet from the depths of unconsciousness, I concentrated mind and soul on walking normally.

I wanted to stay in the shadows. The cold cruel darkness of the East End was suddenly my friend. But I knew it wise to fight that friendship as best I could. Flitting from shadow to shadow would, too, give me away. I needed to stay true to a course, a fellow out for a stroll following a long night at work. Out for a think and a breath of air.

People passing… nothing there. Always people in the streets of Whitechapel, day or night. Ignore them. Hands in pockets. Head down. Watch the pace. Walk. Don't let your good work show on your face. Much better. I felt so much better now, on my way back to my lodgings.

So much less confused.

After all the turmoil, Emma Smith – and her ilk – finally made sense in my world. I had found purpose. I'd discovered my place. Don't misunderstand, I make no claim to having moved comfortably into my future with that single event in George Yard. But I knew I had found my niche. I was at home with myself – and would make a special home for myself in this East End.

I already said, I'm a reader. And so, as I take that walk again in my mind, I offer a short but necessary history lesson:

The East End is the urban area of the Tower Hamlets (and was before it was the East End), its earliest residents owed military service to the Tower of London and the crown for their existence. While the term East End did not appear until recently, the first written reference to the area as an entity (I said I am an obsessive and attentive reader) appeared in John Strype's 1720 'Survey…', where he described London as being comprised of four parts: the City, Westminster, Southwark, and 'That Part beyond the Tower'. The bulk of my story concerns only 'That Part beyond the Tower'; specifically, the parishes of Whitechapel, Spitalfields, St George-in-the-East, and Mile End Old Town as they existed in 1888.

While there are no universally accepted boundaries to the East End, and probably never will be, it is generally thought to commence outside the eastern (ancient Roman) city walls, running with the old roads leading from Bishopsgate and Aldgate, and along and north of the River Thames; in other words, part of Central London, East London, the London Docklands, and the East End (once all marshland). The Aldgate Pump, on the edge of the city, was the symbolic start of the East End. On the river, according to some, Tower Bridge served that function. To close the loop it should be mentioned, I suppose, the various channels of the River Lea are considered to be the eastern boundary. That debate rages and, for my tale, doesn't matter a jot.

The East End has always been a no man's land.

In medieval times most trades in London-town were carried out in workshops in or around the owners' homes. By the time of the Great Fire (in 1666), many of those trades were growing to become industries. And, as many were unpleasant or noxious (they offended the posh noses), they needed to be removed from society. Examples? Certainly. Processing urine for tanning stank like hell and London's prevailing winds traveled west to east. The East End put those occupations downwind of the high and the mighty. Huge amounts of space, vast tentergrounds, were required for cloth dying and rope making. The wide open moorfields to the east were the perfect answer. The manufacture of gunpowder, and the proving of weapons, were decidedly dangerous and had to be conducted away from the masses. Lead making, soap making, china making, gilding, slaughtering and butchering; one by one, all of the unpleasant but necessary activities of city life were moved east. Likewise, the marshes along the Thames to the east and south called for the docks and their industries, the transportation, warehousing, and distribution of… Well, of everything.

Everything the toffs would deem necessary – but outside of polite society. With all this awful industry, and the awful peoples supporting it, it had always been the most productive of London-town, also the least, the lowest, the poorest, and the worst. That was the East End.

Now an even more brief history of the rabble who inhabited her. As barbarism was driven east from the city, so too went the barbarians.

The hardest work often brought the least pay. Many East Enders worked in lowly but respectable occupations; slaughterers, porters, costermongers, labourers in every dirty trade. Sadly, with the low pay also came the shiftless, the untrustworthy, and those who thrived in and contributed to their own continued poverty. Then, of course, there lived and worked the criminal class.

When the filthy southeast slums and rookeries, made famous by Charles Dickens, were demolished in 1827, for the construction of St Katharine Docks, over 11,000 port workers and their families were displaced (without compensation). What choice did they have but to create new slums in Whitechapel and Spitalfields. More overcrowding, more disease, more criminality, with a healthy dose of bitterness.

A major theme of the East End has always been migration (from within) and immigration (from without). The rural poor flooded in from all over England, while foreigners slammed the shore from Europe. The Huguenot refugees swamped Spitalfields in the 17th century. Then came the Irish weavers. Then the Ashkenazi Jews. Now the Russian and Polish Jews. In the past twenty years so many Jews arrived that over 150 synagogues had been built.

The population of the East End greatly increased during the 19th century. House building could not keep pace. This influx of peoples only added to the notorious deep poverty and the overall misery; and helped to contribute to the social upheaval. The immigrant inspired socialist riots of Bloody Sunday the previous years. The strike of the Bryant and May matchgirls over working conditions. The constant strikes by the dock labourers. The trade union uprisings. Any wonder Londoners viewed the residents of the East End with fascination and fright?

Do-gooders moved in with feigned concern – to steal the farthings from dead men's eyes. With organisations like Oxford House and Tonybee Hall masquerading at helping, encouraging university students to experience the slums, to live there, to work to alleviate the misery, while pushing their social and political agendas on a half-million people willing to sing for their suppers. Poverty made for a receptive audience.

True civility reached periodically into the darkness. A committee to promote 'Cleanliness among the Poor' (in 1844) built a laundry and bathhouse in Glasshouse Yard, East Smithfield. In three years, at a penny a wash or a penny a bath, the facilities were serving over 4,000 people per annum. That great success led to an Act of Parliament encouraging other East End districts to construct like-centres. But the fingers of those helping hands were often bitten and, while many slum residents desired cleanliness, many more were happy to stay filthy.

William Booth organized his 'Christian Revival Society' (in 1865), preaching in a tent erected in Thomas Street. His mission to help the poor grew and, in August of 1878, Booth's 'Salvation Army' came into being at a meeting in Whitechapel Road. Occasionally a barbarian or two were rescued, but it was always a battle. God was in the East End, but so was his adversary.

Dubliner Thomas Barnardo came to London Hospital in 1866 to train as a medical missionary to China. Soon after, a cholera epidemic swept the East End. Three thousand died. Families fell destitute. Thousands of orphans were enslaved in factories or forced to beg for bread in the streets. Many slept there as well. China would wait. Barnardo stayed in England and, in 1867, started a 'Ragged School' to help educate the little bastards. He opened a home for boys three years later. When one died after being turned away (no room at the inn), the policy became 'No Destitute Child Ever Refused Admission'.

It wasn't all gloom. The do-gooders had made some progress. Novelist Besant's dream of a concert hall for the downtrodden to hold fêtes and dances, his 'Palace of Delight', had in one form or another met and married philanthropist Currie's notion of an East End 'People's Palace'. Subscriptions were sold, trusts robbed, and acreage secured on the Mile End Road. Victoria herself had come down from her thrown to christen the resulting 'Queen's Hall' last year. But that's what it was, a hall. The 'palace' didn't appear, the 'people' were left out of the name, and the 'delights', like the proposed winter garden, library, swimming pool, and gymnasium failed to materialize. That's the rabble.

Now for the coppers who protect them.

There were no police in London before the 1750s. Crime was punished, and social order kept, by local magistrates and volunteer parish constables backed by government militias. Paid constables were introduced by 1792; they were few and their authority yet derived from magistrates. These organized crime fighters had nothing to do with the protection of the citizenry or their personal property. They existed solely to protect the docks.

England was an island, London its capital. From earliest times, the welfare of the city and country depended upon the importation and exportation of goods via the docks. The only labour that mattered to authority was that which supported those cargo shipments. The only crime that mattered was that which threatened same. It made sense the first coppers in England, formed in 1798, were the Marine Police Force (based in Wapping High Street) to prevent the looting of ships anchored in the Pool of London and the lower reaches of the River Thames. Beyond the river, and particularly in the slums, crime was a personal problem.

The regular coppers, as we know them today, didn't come about until 1829 when the Metropolitan Police Force was formed under the direction of Sir Robert Peel. Hence the terms used throughout the eastern districts to refer to the constables on foot patrol; bobbies and peelers.

The Met was now a force of a thousand men; seventeen divisions, each with its own superintendent ordering about four plod inspectors, sixteen sergeants and, obviously, one-seventeenth of the total bobbies (or peelers) to pound the pavement. Each and every one, at the time of their recruitment, under thirty-five years of age, at least five foot seven, well built, literate (if not well-read), and of good character. All organized to keep watch of the streets within eleven kilometers of Charing Cross.

Financed as they were by a levy on ratepayers, the coppers were always widely disliked. And, it goes without saying, it took the force another twenty-plus years for their patrols to reach the dark and scary streets of the East End.

The Metropolitan Police formed a 'Dockyard Division' for Thames River shore patrols in 1841, a Department of Detectives in 1842 (later the Criminal Investigations Department), and 'J' Division in Bethnal Green in 1865. That's law and order.

Now for the real problem.

One of the greatest (by which I mean largest) industries in the East End, servicing the downtrodden workers of the district and, especially, the seamen moored off the Pool of London, was prostitution. For over two hundred years that abomination was tolerated. But in this modern 19th century, attitudes needed to change. I was not alone. William Acton described whores as a 'horde of human tigresses who swarm the pestilent dens by the riverside'. The Society for the Suppression of Vice estimated over 1800 prostitutes between Houndsditch, Whitechapel, and Ratcliffe; and nearly a thousand more between Mile End, Shadwell and Blackwall. (Who could count the whores in the Spitalfields rookeries?)

The social reformers called them victims; blamed their circumstances, lack of a welfare state, high death rates of men in dangerous low-class jobs leaving destitute wives and daughters. Some of which was true. But when the women choose, of their own free will, to bathe their struggles in alcohol – they forfeited all rights to consideration.

Society had attempted to repair the whore problem. Religious reformers introduced 'Seamen's Missions' to the docks to see to seafarer's needs while helping to save them from the temptations of women and drink. The passage of the Contagious Diseases Prevention Act (in 1864) allowed the coppers to pull the whores off the street and hold them in hospital. But the formation of a Ladies National Association (by agitating feminists) led to the repeal of the act two years ago, once more setting the drunk and diseased women free upon unsuspecting males.

That's where I come in. The East End was the machine that made the City of London live. The East End did not live itself. It got by, it survived, by hook or by crook, by sweat, by tears. For some… by blood. Like everybody else in London's East End, I'd been forced to find my niche. Now that I had made a start, I had no choice but to carry on.





Six – Murder in Whitechapel!

I slept late that Tuesday. There was nothing unusual in that. In fact, that's the point.

I had begun my new work in Whitechapel, returned to my lodgings afterward, quietly retired, and slept the sleep of the just. I woke refreshed. I rose from bed, conducted my ablutions with a light heart, dressed myself happily – with a growing curiosity – and waited to hear… whatever there would be to hear concerning my initial effort in George Yard.

To my surprise and, I confess, my disappointment, that amounted to nothing. The street outside my window was quiet. All appeared normal to the eye. There was neither sound or sign of alarm visible anywhere. I don't know exactly what it was I'd been expecting. But I had expected… something.

Of course, my work had taken place a good ways away, more than half-a-mile. The thought occurred that, if I wanted to see and hear what was happening in and around the neighbourhood in which I'd done the job, I should… But that would be reckless, at best, and probably insane. A thinking man did not return to the scene of his…

I was about to say crime. ha ha. That was foolish. I had eliminated crime. I had made my first bold attempt at cleaning up those awful streets.

Still it wouldn't do to go showing my face about. Not until I knew the situation. Not until I knew whether or not anybody had seen that face. No. What I needed to do was to sit, to dive into a book, and make certain all I did and said at home appeared completely normal. I had to allow things to take shape as they would.

In early evening – very early indeed, as it was a Tuesday – Mrs Griggs brought me my supper.

It may help if I explain.

I was a lodger in a small but tidy and well-kept house, above a now permanently closed shoe shop, on… Well, it wouldn't be prudent really to say where I lived. Would it? Let me say, in the East End of London, but on a decent street south of Commercial Road and east of Backchurch Lane in the parish known as St George-in-the-East. My landlady was a respectable widow called Mrs Griggs.

And, yes, Mrs Griggs is also a manufactured name. If I don't protect myself, who will?

I liked Mrs Griggs very much. And do not make the mistake of thinking it was because she mothered me. Precisely the opposite was true. She didn't say or do anything to remind me of my mother. She didn't remind me of any woman, thank god, and that is what I truly appreciated about her. Mrs Griggs was quite unlike most women. She was a respectable and logical human being, who saw the world as it was and understood what it was meant to be. She deplored emotional, irrational thought. She valued intelligence. She was a reader of books. She had a firm understanding of moral foundation.

Many women, most women, do not. Women, by their natures, are unmoored and immoral.

Owing to her unique understanding of right and wrong, Mrs Griggs quite rightly despised drink and the many evils alcohol brought to society. She had no kind words for layabouts. She hated the idea of prostitution. She respected the monarchy, but distrusted the government. She was, in every regard, a fine example of an up-right woman.

As I said, Mrs Griggs knocked on my door and entered, moving efficiently with the tray holding my evening meal, as was her habit on her meeting nights. She carried the usual two evening papers to which she subscribed tucked under her arm. (The Times and Daily Telegraph, of course; she was a Tory after all.) “Forgive the meager chop,” she said, depositing the tray on my table and the papers on the top edge of the tray. “It is…”

“Tuesday,” I said, finishing her sentence, and accepting her apology, with the same smile. “No chop, prepared by you, Mrs Griggs, could possibly be meager.” Then, as if I didn't care a wit, I nodded in the direction of the papers and asked, “Any news?”

She breathed an unexpected sigh, then said an unexpected sentence. “Nothing really worth mentioning.”

I paused, trying to think, and could only hope the disappointment which struck my heart that instant had not, in its progression, registered on my face. Nothing worth mentioning?

Evidently Mrs Griggs saw nothing unusual in my expression as she had moved on, vocalizing the substance of the headlines she'd found appealing. “A Select Committee of the House of Lords continues to examine the so-called Sweating systems of these local factories. Deplorable. If you ask me, they should hand the matter over to Baroness Burdett-Coutts and be done with it.”

I hummed my agreement and my landlady went on.

“Thousands, they say, stood in the drizzle at Alexandra Palace over the Bank Holiday, to watch that young American acrobat, Professor Baldwin. We read of him last week. Extraordinary. He ascended 1000 feet in his hot air balloon, then jumped to the ground using only a parachute.”
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