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“Do you want to bet I can’t guess what you have in your backpack
for lunch?” says Andy Dobson, puffing out his chest with a smile
and an air of challenge.


At that very moment, the school bell starts clanging, calling to
order the children who are waiting in the entrance hall, none of whom
is in any hurry to go in.


"Let’s go in now, and I’ll guess afterwards.”


Taking Lucy Catlett, his lifelong friend, by the hand, Andy runs
toward their classroom. Though he had just turned thirteen years old,
it seems to Andy that he has known Lucy forever. He is truly fond of
her and would do anything for her.


This unlikely pair is living proof of the theory that opposites
attract.  They are so different from one another: She is scrupulous,
meticulous and extremely rational for her age. He is a loafer, a
dreamer, untidy and always ready to make fun of everything.


In spite of all this, the two are practically inseparable.  Even so,
their tender friendship often turns into a battle of wills every time
one of them wants to convince the other of his way of thinking.


It should be pointed out, however, that Lucy usually comes out on
top, with that little accusing finger of hers forever pointed like
some implacable judge from the Spanish Inquisition.


London is already cold and damp in October.


A dense, insidious fog envelopes everything, giving it a surreal
look. Even sounds change! Everything's a bit more muffled, deadened
and  … unsettling—because out of the fog something scary might
suddenly emerge, something you would never have wanted to see in your
whole life.


While Lucy is taking off her overcoat and her long scarf, Andy takes
her backpack and, gauging its weight, says in the solemn tone of a TV
announcer: “Today…chocolate cake, buttered toast and two fine
apples…all  wrapped up in a Harrod’s shopping bag!”


"Don’t pull that one on me! You’ve done it heaps of times
already. Even so, I still don’t know how you manage it,” says
Lucy.


Taking the Harrod’s bag from her pink backpack, she empties the
contents onto her desk.  Two lovely red apples roll out on the table,
followed by a large slice of chocolate cake and two,
cellophane-wrapped slices of buttered toast.


Andy’s happy laughter echoes around the classroom.
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Andy had been aware of this gift of his ever since he was a toddler.
Every time he held something in his tiny hands, something would
immediately and effortlessly take shape inside his head—names,
images. He was able to guess a whole lot of things, for example, the
history of the object and the person it belonged to. Andy had never
taken these gifts too seriously; mostly he had used them to amaze his
friends.


He doesn’t care to talk about it much for fear of being thought
“different.” Only Lucy and Andy’s Grandfather Bob know the
whole story and, of course, his Mum. She, however, never pays much
attention to Andy and his gifts; she is far too busy running the
little East End boardinghouse owned by the Dobsons.


The East End is one of the lowliest and poorest areas of London. Here
the kids have to play football in the streets because they have
nowhere else to go. Their parents are too busy trying to make ends
meet to  look after their children much. 



The Jack-in-the-Box is a small dilapidated guest house located at No.
23 Batty Street not far from Whitechapel Road, right in the heart of
the East End.


Through all its years, God only knows how many poor devils have
slept, for a few pence, on tattered mattresses in those damp,
shabbily-furnished rooms.


Who knows how many weary, resigned legs have mounted those creaking
wooden stairs in search of a bed on which to get some rest before
facing another day filled with hardship.


Ah, yes! the Jack-in-the-Box may be a very poor quality guest house,
but it is chock-full of history.  Nearly 150 years ago it was built
by Andy’s great-great-Grandfather, Alistair Dobson; and from that
day in 1835 when it opened, the Dobsons have been running it as best
they can.


These days, it is Emma who manages things. Emma is Andy’s mum, an
attractive, authoritative young woman.  One thing is sure—she 
isn’t making a fortune and things have gotten worse since the death
of Andy’s father, who died in a mysterious and tragic way when Andy
was still very young.


Steve Dobson had been a Scotland Yard detective, much respected by
his colleagues and by everyone who knew him. At the time of his death
he was working undercover on a very important case, important enough
to compel his killers to do away with him.


Andy remembers very little about those times—he was only a few
years old—but after coming across some newspaper articles his mum
had jealously hidden, he learned, in the cruelest of ways, the
details of his father's death.


The thing that Andy will never forget, however, was the look on his
mum’s face when his father's colleagues came to the "Jack"
to report the finding of the body.  It was deathly cold in London
that morning and a thin layer of frost covered everything.


Steve Dobson's Rover (with him inside) had been dredged up from the
bottom of the River Thames.  Subsequent investigations had gotten
nowhere and the case was filed away; but not in the hearts of Andy or
his mum.


Granddad Bob is always around to lend Emma a hand. He is a big,
burly, fine-looking man, full of energy despite his ninety-two years.
He is  inseparable from the pipe between his teeth, and is fond of
telling Andy terrifying legends and awful events that happened—or
maybe never happened at all—God knows how long ago. Andy, for his
part, is very attached to the old man and never tires of listening to
him.


In fact, the little boarding-house, with its five rooms—four,
really for room No. 4 has lain unused practically forever—is in
need of a doing-up. It could really use a good coat of paint on the
front and a fair amount of work on the inside, especially on the
wooden stairs that creak and groan like those in a haunted house.


Ah, yes indeed! on close inspection the boarding house does look a
bit sinister, the exact opposite of the cheerful image that appears
on the sign that hangs above the entrance: a painting of a
Jack-in-the-Box. The idea of calling the boardinghouse by that name
surely belonged to Alistair Dobson, who, as you know, opened the
place in 1853.


Today, the sign is somewhat rusty and dented—time corrodes all
things. But surely this place must have known better days.


Alistair, the “Grand Old Man,” is remembered as a great kidder.
When he wasn’t too busy running the business, he would pass the
time he could spare from his gin-drinking by playing tricks and
practical jokes on his friends and his lodgers. In other words, he
was as mad as a March Hare! The story is told of a dark night when,
in order to get back at a guest who was in arrears with his rent,
Alistair and his friends walled up the door of the man’s room with
bricks, causing him to nearly drop dead from fright in the morning.


Then there was another time again when he served a pint of beer to a
customer whom, evidently, he didn't particularly like—after
slipping a dead fish into the tankard!


This was how he earned the nickname Alistair, “The Joker.”
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Granddad Bob was the true custodian of the Dobson family memories
and, as we have said, he enjoys passing on everything he knows about
his ancestors to his grandson Andy. They often talk for hours on end
and this usually drives Emma mad. She doesn’t approve of having her
son’s head filled with a lot of rubbish.


As often happens, on this day, too, Andy has returned home from
school and is having his tea in the company of Granddad Bob.


"Granddad, tell me more about the jokes that Alistair used to
play.”


“No Andy….your mum would give me a right telling off if she knew
we were still talking about that stuff.”


“Aw, come on, please...please!”


Andy knows Granddad will give in straight away, as usual, because he,
too, loves those old yarns.


“All right then!” he says, lighting his pipe and settling himself
comfortably in his chair, “but you mustn’t think that the history
of our family is all playing tricks and boozing. Lots of very strange
things as well have happened over the years and not all of them can
be clearly explained. You see, we Dobsons are special sort of folk.
That goes for you too, Andy, if we think of your strange gifts—those
gifts that your mum doesn’t want mentioned at any price.  I believe
in them, but don’t tell her; I wouldn’t put it past her to cut
off my daily ration of gin, just to get back at me. . .


“Anyway, I was saying...things started to go a bit wrong when
William was born. That would be my Grandfather—1858 I think it was,
five years after the Jack-in-the-Box opened.


“William was born with a bad leg that gave him a slight limp; in
those days, you know, there weren’t the treatments we have today
and, as a result, he grew up very sulky and closemouthed.  Even as a
boy he was always fighting and scrapping.  He was a heartless little
scoundrel.


“Alistair, his father, suffered so much on account of this that it
even changed his personality.  From being a cheerful practical
joker, he turned surly and silent. They say that the lodgers could
hear him sobbing in his room at night, if they listened hard. Things
got even worse when William’s mother, Margie, fell ill and died a
couple of weeks later.


“Alistair found himself having to bring up the little boy, who was
only twelve at the time. It was no easy job, considering the lad’s
nasty disposition.


“The years that followed were pretty turbulent because, as he grew
up, young William did nothing but get himself into trouble. He used
to spend his nights with prostitutes or shooting dice and he often
rolled home drunk at dawn. He drank a lot and there wasn’t a day
that he didn’t get into a punch up with other hotheads like
himself.


“Soon after, Alistair, “The Joker,” went to his reward and,
barely eighteen then, William found himself with the responsibility
for running the Jack-in-the-Box on his shoulders.


“Naturally, you can imagine that the quality of the service at the
guest house left a lot to be desired at the time; but, as fate would
have it, William met Angela, a girl who, though not all that pretty,
had her head screwed on right.


“It was from their marriage that Sonny, my father, was born in
1876. For the first few years William and Angela were happy; it even
looked as if William had broken with his evil cohorts to devote
himself more to the family and the business, which was showing some
signs of improvement.


“But after those few happy years William went back to being his old
self again: a surly, hard-drinking womanizer. And so everything went
on amid various ups and downs.


“Sonny grew bigger.  He was an attractive child with gleaming,
reddish-blond curls and lively, blue eyes.


“Everything went fine…until…the awful event.”


"What awful event?” Andy breaks in with wide-eyed curiosity.


"It’s not a story for children. Forget it”


But Andy isn’t going to be put off.


“If you don’t tell me, I’ll tell Emma that you pinch gin from
the pantry!”


“Andy, it’s not a story for a young boy’s ears!”


The crafty little Andy starts yelling.


“Mumeee! I’ve got something to tell you…!”


Andy’s grandfather, of course, gives in.  He has no choice.


“Quiet…quiet, you little snake-in-the-grass. I’ll tell you!”


At that very moment Andy’s mum, attracted by the yelling, comes
into the kitchen.


She is perspiring heavily and carrying in her arms a big wicker
basket full of freshly-laundered clothes.  From the look on her face,
you could see that she is in no mood for jokes.


Though life has reserved many disappointments for her, and the work
in the boarding house is very tiring, Emma, not yet thirty-five,
still remains the beautiful woman she has always been.


And when she gets mad, she is even more beautiful.


Andy had inherited her tall, slim build, her impetuosity, her
stubborn streak and two spectacularly blue eyes you could see your
reflection in.


"If you’ve finished with your meal, you can make yourselves
useful by clearing the table and making less of a row—if you’re
able. I bet you’ve been telling the boy stories about your...  What
were you talking about, anyway? Ghosts wandering about the hotel?
Headless women waving to  passers-by from the window, or some such
foolishness?”


She pauses briefly to get her breath.  She has made herself hopping
mad.


“Do the two of you want to see me dead?”


Bob stammers  something incomprehensible while Andy watches him with
a sly grin on his face.


Then, all of a sudden, Emma turns on her heels and goes off upstairs.


As soon as they are alone, Andy urges Granddad to go on with the
story.


“All right, all right, then.… Well, that year, in the winter of
1888, early November, it was, in room No.4 there lived a girl—from
Wales she was, a certain Mary Jane, who, later on...”


“Who later on…what?” insists Andy, who was getting more and
more impatient.


“Who...nothing at all!” says Granddad curtly. “She died, and
that was it!”


Andy, bursting with curiosity starts tugging at the poor man’s
shirt.


“Granddad! Don’t be so mysterious, please!”


For the hundredth time, Granddad gives in.


“Well, all right then. She was a pretty girl, was Mary Jane, and
she had lots of friends who used to give her presents on account of
how kind she was to them. That’s how she made her living.”


Andy breaks into a loud laugh.


“I understand, Granddad! Sort of like Miss Carla Cooper!”


Miss Cooper is a lodger in the guest house—a beautiful Jamaican
woman who says she is a hostess for British Airways


When she came to London, with just a few pounds in her pocket, she
took up residence in the Jack-in-the-Box because it had at once
struck her as being cheaper than other places. Besides, she had
gotten on well with Andy right from the start, and immediately a bond
of friendship was formed.  At heart, she is still a little girl. She
is very kind as well; whenever she comes back from Kingston, in
Jamaica, where her parents live, she never fails to bring along
little presents—two bottles of rum for Granddad Bob and some CD’s
of reggae music for Andy.


Carla Cooper is not only nice and kind. She is also one of those
women you can't help noticing when they pass by—her full lips and
her feline walk, almost as if she were a fashion model, never pass
unnoticed; and she frequently gets admiring comments from men who are
lucky enough to meet her.


Thanks to her statuesque figure, she has an army of admirers who come
to call on her in her room at all hours and do loads of favors for
her, like paying her rent and settling her bills in the shops she
frequents.


Anyway, Andy nearly splits his sides laughing to see how embarrassed
Granddad had suddenly become.


"Come on, Granddad, don’t make such a face! These days kids my
age know a lot more than you think. I know exactly what Miss Cooper
gets up to.  One night, when I couldn’t sleep, I counted four or
five men coming out of Miss Cooper’s room and there were all sorts
of noises coming from the room, as well.”


Overcoming his embarrassment with some difficulty, Granddad resumes
his story.


“All right, then! Poor Mary Jane did the same kind of work. Of
course, it’s not a very honourable profession, but in those days,
there was more poverty in the East End than you can ever imagine and
so lots of folks had to do as best they could. Anyhow, one
morning...”


At that instant, Emma comes back into the kitchen.  When she sees
them still sitting there, she really blows her top.


After giving Bob another telling-off, she gives Andy a sound kick on
the backside and sends him off to study in his room.
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With his hands pressed to his aching behind, Andy scampers along the
corridor separating the kitchen from his little bedroom.


The huge stuffed heads of stags and wild boars adorning the dark,
wooden walls seem to be scrutinising his every move in the shadowy
gloom.


I wonder why mum never opens the windows in this corridor?
Andy thinks to himself.


He had never liked all those animals hanging up there on the wall.
Quite the opposite.  Ever since he was a small child he had taken to
walking down the corridor at a fast pace, almost as if he were afraid
that one of them might come down off the wall and grab him. 



But that is only part of it. The dining-room is even worse. Among the
big, battered wooden tables lay a scattering of goatskins and a zebra
hide, trophies from God knows hat big game safari. Around the dented
fender of the fireplace is the prize specimen—a magnificent tiger
skin covered with grease stains and cigarette burns.


Its gaping jaws are probably home to a family of spiders—and  who
could tell where one of its glass eyes had ended up? All in all, the
tiger makes Andy feel kind of sorry for him—a far cry from his
cousins who, even now, are padding about in some jungle or other,
looking very pleased with themselves.  Oh, man!  Think of the look on
their faces if they could see him now!


In the middle of the muddle of funereal bad taste—smelling of
rotten wood—Andy’s room is the only one that looks passable.


When you go in, it doesn’t look as if you are inside the guest
house at all. A large window sheds light on the walls, which are
completely covered with posters, with Oasis and U2 standing out above
the rest. Scattered all around the desk next to his computer lies a
confused jumble of schoolbooks and comics—Japanese Manga, mostly. 
Andy is crazy about Manga.


Suspended here, there and everywhere are those small,
evergreen-scented deodorant trees. They were a gift from Lucy, who
maintained that they did a good job of covering up the smell of damp
towels and rotten wood that characterises the whole dilapidated
structure.


In the whole house, Andy’s room is the only place that is worth
living in, everywhere else gives him a feeling of heavy oppression.


While he is surfing the Net to pass the time, Lucy comes in, as
usual.


"What are studying now, then, eh?”  Lucy wants to make it
clear that she knows very well how inclined he is to idle away his
time.


Andy doesn’t even bother to reply. Instead, he starts telling her
what Granddad had told him and imagines what he would have
told him if his mum hadn’t interrupted them just when the story was
getting good.


Unlike Andy, Lucy doesn’t care much for all those mysterious
stories about the past that her friend is so fond of; on the
contrary, more than once she had informed him in no uncertain terms
that the stories scared her.  So Andy, who is every bit as much a
teaser as his ancestor, Alistair “The Joker,” enjoys telling her
taller and taller tales just to terrify her. To tell the truth, this
is a crafty move on his part because Lucy gets so frightened she
looks for comfort in his arms and hugs him close—something he
doesn’t object to at all…not in the slightest!


They went on with these little games for some time, doing a little
bit of everything except, naturally, what Lucy came to do every
day…homework.


But, all of a sudden, something happens that catches their attention:
an odd noise seems to be coming from behind the door to Andy’s
room. The two children look at one another...


Poor Lucy is suddenly pale.


It sounds exactly as if some huge beast is scratching its back
against the door.


“You and all your weird stories,” says Lucy in a shaking voice,
“I want to go home and...and I don’t ever want to come back to
this nut house again!”


Straining his ears, Andy walks toward the door.


The sound of scratching and heavy breathing is coming from the other
side. He plucks up his courage and flings open the door.


The sight that meet his eyes is, to say the least, unusual: the
panting animal is none other than Miss Carla Cooper, the “hostess.”


Standing there at the door, barefoot and wearing a slip that is
almost the same colour as her skin, she is holding two cups of
steaming hot chocolate in her hands. She tried to say something but
can’t speak until Andy takes the packet of biscuits she is holding
between her teeth.


Carla gets her breath back and lets out a long sigh. 	“Pheeeew!...
hard to open the door carrying all this stuff. Hi, kids! I heard you
coming in so I made some hot chocolate for you.”


The two youngsters gape at Carla in her slip in utter surprise for a
few seconds.


“What tense faces! I’ll go away if I’m bothering you!”


“No! No!” replied Andy.  “It’s just that, well, y’know… 
Forget it. It’s too silly.”


Carla is always very nice, obliging, and ready to help
everyone—always very considerate with Andy and Lucy. Her only
fault, if you could call it a fault, is that when she starts talking,
she never stops. She sounds like machine-gun gone haywire.


In a few minutes she had repeated the story of her life. Then she
started in about her latest flight, London-Capetown, explaining how
her feet get all swollen from running up and down the plane handing
out drinks and newspapers to rude, bad-tempered passengers.


Then she talks about air pockets and turbulence—how she hasn’t
yet gotten used to them and how it upsets her during the flights, to
see passengers puking and crying with fright at the same time.


At the end of all this, she shows the two children, by now drunk on
words, a lovely ring which, she says, was given to her by a suitor.


She is interrupted by Lucy, who was now fed up to the teeth, just as
Carla was about to start in on another of her favourite topics.


“Look, Carla, we could sit here for hours listening to you, but
we’ve got to study a little...”


Carla, who is anything but stupid, caught on straight away.


"Okay…okay. I'll go listen to some music in my room," she
says, grabbing a Red Hot Chili Peppers CD from Andy's desk. "I'll
bring it back later!"


With that she leaves the room with a distinct twirl of her hips,
leaving the empty cups and the biscuits behind.


“This is really a nut-house!” repeats Lucy as soon as they are
alone.


"Does it strike you as normal that this Cooper woman should
wander round the hotel half naked?"


"You wouldn't be jealous by any chance?" Andy asks, giving
her a sidelong glance.


"You've got to be kidding! If you ask me, she's pure silicon."


"No, no. She's a hundred percent natural.”


"And how would you know, big boy?"


"She told me so herself…Why, what were you thinking?"
replies Andy, chuckling ambiguously.  “Anyhow,” he went on as a
curious sort of grin lights up his face, “you ain't seen nothin'
yet.  



In the room next to Carla’s, right now, in Room No. 1, there’s a
young man—he’s just arrived. A very funny sort of bloke. Never
talks, never says hello to anyone and, if you ask me, he never
sleeps.”


“How do you know?” said Lucy.


“Often, when I stay up late at night on the Net, I happen to go
down to the kitchen for a glass of milk. Every time I pass his room I
see a light under his door...at all hours.”


“Then I’m right to think that this is a nut house,” says Lucy, 
“your friend Carla is out of her mind. And now you tell me about a
bloke who never talks to anyone and who never sleeps. All we need is
a mad scientist and then…!”


“Yes! Yes! that’s it,” Andy breaks in, “you nearly got it
right.  We’ve got one of them, too…Dr. Whitmore—he’s been
here for ages, and he’s got a thing for chemistry. I peeped into
his room once.


“He’s installed a lab bench in there at least three metres long.
He spends the whole day hunched over that table, which is loaded with
retorts, and test-tubes, and other diabolical stuff.  He does strange
experiments and won’t talk about them. As you can imagine, my mum
would like to get rid of him because she’s afraid he’ll blow us
all up one day with his infernal assays.”


"That makes three!” says Lucy with a touch of resignation in
her voice.  “Who’s the fourth nutter, the Creature from the Black
Lagoon?”


“Don’t know, Lucy. The fourth is a high-class old gent who came
here a couple of days ago from Devonshire. I’ve only seen him a few
times, but he looks like an ordinary person.”


“Then he won’t be staying long, if he’s that normal...”


“Oh! I’m forgetting.” Andy goes on, jumping up from the
armchair.  “We’ve got Room No. 4, the one I often talk to you
about—now that’s the real mystery—locked up, untouched for
years and years and woe betide anyone in the family who mentions it.
Just think, even Granddad only remembers it as being closed, so you
can imagine how long it’s been since anyone went in there.”


“I bet,” says Lucy, “that you’re just dying to poke around in
there!” Her tone was mid-way between provocative and the
quarrelsome.


“Good for you! You’re a really brainy little kid! You’re right.
One of these days I’ll get hold of the key and go have a look.
Before my mum interrupted us at lunch today, Granddad was telling me
about something that happened here long ago.  I reckon it had to do
with Room No. 4.


It was at times like this that Lucy thinks that Andy is really
irresponsible and she trembles at the thought of what sort of trouble
he is likely to get himself into. But she is very fond of him and
would follow him to the ends of the earth—because Andy is kind of
her knight in shining armour.


Once, at school, the Daniels brothers, Roddy and Martin, were
pestering her and Andy arrived to sort thing out. What a punch up! 
From that day on, the Daniels boys had greeted her with great
respect.


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




V


 




Evening came. As usual, Andy and Lucy didn’t study a whole lot.


Back at the Jack-in-the-Box after walking Lucy home, Andy hangs
around in reception playing with the cat to pass the time until
supper.


The reception counter snakes the length of the hall like a long, dead
earthworm.  The dust-covered guest book lies there, always open to
the same page. It is never used anyway.


There hasn’t been a desk clerk there for years; maybe there had
never been one. It costs too much to pay a security staff, and,
anyhow, Emma says that the portrait of old Alistair that hangs on the
wall, with his wild expression—half clown, half devil—is worth
more than a whole pack of ferocious guard dogs.


After supper is finished, eaten as usual in the company of Granddad,
Emma sends Andy to serve the evening meal, as ordered, to the
occupant in Room No. 1.


This is the sort of chore that usually gets on Andy’s nerves, lazy
as he is; but this time he accepts with good grace because he is
curious to meet this new, unsociable guest.


He hurries along the corridor, the one he doesn’t like at all,
holding the tray in his hands, careful not to upset anything. When he
gets to the door, he knocks on it with a couple of kicks of his foot.
After waiting in vain for a reply, he decides to open it using his
elbow—a manoeuvre worthy of one of those contortionists you see at
a circus.


Warily, he enters the gloom.


A handkerchief draped over the lamp creates a glowing, surreal
atmosphere. Almost feeling his way, and being extra careful not to
fall over tray and all, he advances further into the room where a
young man, all curled up into a ball like a cat, seems to be
sleeping,  although the sound of music can be heard coming from the
earphones of the Walkman he is wearing.


Up to that time, Andy had thought that he held the unenviable title
of the World’s Untidiest Boy;  but after glancing around the room,
he realises that he’ll have to re-think that one.


"I wish my Mum could see this room now,” he thinks aloud,
looking for an empty space on which to set down the tray.


The desk is covered in books, some of which were open. Other books
are in piles all over the place. Here and there empty cigarette
packets, underwear thrown carelessly onto the floor, and the remains
of some McDonald’s meals reign supreme. Also, the air that Andy
breathes isn’t any better than the look of the room.  From the
smell of smoke and dirty socks, he can tell that the mysterious young
man doesn’t worry too much about airing the place.


While he is setting down the tray in the only space free of paper and
food scraps, Andy rattles the crockery with an awkward jolt.  The 
young man twitches and turns on his side so that the amateur waiter
is able to get a look at his face. The man opens his eyes one at a
time, as if he wants to be sure he is where he thinks he is.


“Where did you spring from?” he mumbles, pulling the headphones
from his ears.


“My name is Andy Dobson and this is your supper” he replies, a
little grouchily.


Seen standing up, now that he has gotten out of bed, the young man
looks much taller than he had seemed lying down: his short hair and
his youthful face give him an honest, re-assuring, though somewhat
diffident quality.


“You’re not from around here?” Andy queries, just to break the
ice.


“Is my English still that awful, even though I’ve been in London
quite a while now?  Great!” he said with an amused smile.  “Well,
anyway you’re right, I’m Italian.”


“You a student?”


“Yes, English Literature and History”


"I hope you like the food, ’cuz my mum cooked it.”


“Ah! Your mum is the cook?”


“That’s right. Cook, charwoman, washerwoman, waitress and the
owner of the hotel as well.”


“Hotel?” said the young man with an amused smile,  “to me it
looks like a cross between a museum and the house of horrors!”


“If you don’t like it here you can go away.” said Andy, feeling
a bit insulted.


The young man, realising he has put his foot in it, apologises to the
part-time waiter and asks him to please take a seat. Andy, who is
still on his guard, nevertheless finds him friendly enough; so he
drops into an armchair after removing the suitcase that was occupying
it.


“Look, I decided to take lodgings here with you for a couple of 
reasons; first of all, it’s cheap; secondly it has to do with my
research.  As a matter of fact, I’m preparing my finals and this
neighbourhood and the “Jack” are of historical significance for
my thesis.”


Andy is already spellbound by the young man with the strange
accent—but even more so by the subject of the his studies. 
Massimo, that’s what the young man says his name was—says he
comes from Milan.


As Massimo wolfs-down the frugal supper (some fried chicken wings
with broccoli on the side) he becomes the target of a volley of
questions directed at him by Andy, who is becoming more and more
curious.


“Why are you so interested in what I’m doing?” asks Massimo.


"I love these old stories, especially the ones that talk about
this boardinghouse and this neighbourhood.  My Granddad Bob tells me
lots of them and I can listen to him for hours on end.”


"Then you probably know,” the young Italian went on, “that
this area—a very old one, by the way—has always been very lowly
and poor and, of course, one hundred....one hundred fifty years ago,
it certainly didn’t look the way it looks now.”


“So how did it look?” said Andy, settling himself comfortably
into the armchair.


“Try to picture a flood of ragged men, women, and children
wandering about these alleyways choked with garbage. Unhealthy damp
houses, infested with rats and beetles; poverty and disease; vice and
degradation. At that time, there were at least a million people
living in the East End: unemployed outcasts of society, criminals,
wretches who would turn to anything just to survive.
There!--survival, that was the main problem, a pitiful day-to-day
struggle.


“As for my thesis, I’m trying to reconstruct the history of the
East End at the end of the nineteenth-century, with special regard to
certain ‘foul deeds’ that took place, and other things as well.”


This was already the second time that day that someone, first
Granddad and now Massimo, had aroused Andy’s curiosity with stories
of “foul deeds” only to leave his interest ungratified.


“What ‘foul deeds’?”


"I don’t think it’s a story for someone of your age.”


Andy breaks in resentfully.  “I’m not a baby any more and anyhow
I could tell you loads of things you would never find in any of your
damn books! For instance, all the things that Granddad knows about
all our ancestors; things he tells only to me.”


"So, you’d be a Dobson then?” Massimo asks with interest.


“Yeah. You said it!” replies Andy scornfully


Then he began talking about old Alistair,“The Joker,” William
“The Gimp,” and about all the old stories that Granddad Bob
entertains him with in front of dining room fireplace on long winter
evenings.


Andy is proud to be a Dobson, and you can tell this from the feeling
he puts into his telling about the old tales. For his part, Massimo
listens silently until Andy makes a passing reference to his strange
and mysterious powers.  It is at this point that the Italian student
bursts into a roar of laughter.


“And here I am wasting my time with a kid! Cut it out! I’ve never
believe any of that mumbo-jumbo.”


Andy is furious. If there is one thing he can’t stand, it is for
someone to start casting doubts on what he says.


“Want me to show you?”


“Okay,” replied Massimo,  “let’s have a bit of fun, I really
need that.  I’ve been cooped up here studying for three days not
putting a foot outside the door. Let’s hear your story.”


As he says this, he takes from around his neck a gold chain bearing a
lucky charm set with a blue stones.


Andy takes the piece of jewelry in his hands and begins passing it
from one hand to the other.  Then he half-closes his eyes beneath
Massimo’s semiserious gaze, and begins talking very slowly.


“It’s a gift from a girl.”


“It’s not that hard if you go by guesswork...” says Massimo
ironically.


"And your girl suffers a lot from the fact that you don’t see
each other very often. She loves you very much.”


"Yeah! Well you don't need second sight for that, seeing as I'm
over here and she's in Italy. These are tricks you get from some old
magician in a medicine show… Even so, you've got some talent,"
he went on, still teasing him without taking him too seriously.


But, as soon as Andy starts describing the girl physically, in great
detail, Massimo stops smirking and his face becomes serious and
deathly pale.


“What’s more,” Andy goes on,  “at this very minute she’s in
pain on account of something wrong with her leg—maybe a fall.”


When he hears this, Massimo is so upset and astonished that his eyes
nearly pop out of his head.


Andy had just given such an exact description of places and faces,
that Massimo’s skepticism is transformed into an explosion of
amazement that makes him leap up from his seat.


“Yes! yes! It’s true!  Donatella phoned me the other day. She’s
broken her ankle skiing! But, Andy does your Mum know you have
these...these powers?”


“Oh yes! but she’s always telling me not to talk about them to
anyone, ’cuz people might think I was a bit soft in the head.”


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




VI


 




"Andy, listen to me carefully.  Has anyone ever talked to you
about psychometrics?"


"Uh, uh…" the boy replies, "ever since I was a kid I
was aware of this strange thing. For instance, I always knew what was
in the Christmas gifts before I unwrapped them. It's kind of hard to
describe this sensation because it's different every time. There are
objects that have no effect on me at all, while, if I handle others,
it's as if they start to tell me their life story whether I want it
or not.  It's like a little man inside my head who starts to analyse
what I'm holding in my hand and tells me everything.  I've gotten
used to it now but at the beginning it used to scare me; and, by the
way, it doesn't happen only with objects but with places, too."


"But didn't you ever speak to some expert?" enquired
Massimo, who is more than ever convinced that he is in the presence
of something quite out of the ordinary.


"No, never. Well, not really…When I was ten I went on a school
trip to Scotland and we did the usual tour: castles, ancient
buildings and museums. Right inside one of those museums, in an old
building a few miles from Edinburgh, when I went into the last room,
I started to feel a sensation of great heat but I didn't pay much
attention at first. Soon after, my nostrils started burning like when
you sniff at boiling hot tea and, in the end, I began to choke."


"And then?" Massimo demands eagerly, becoming more and more
mesmerised by Andy's story.


"Well, as you can probably imagine, I felt terrible and, what's
more, a whole bundle of sensations started overlapping one another.  



I became aware of a pungent, acrid  burning smell and I found myself
gasping for breath. I looked around at my mates, but it seemed that I
was the only person to sense the odour. Then I had to sit down—I
was that weak. And then the teacher came, worried stiff she was,
asking me how I was feeling. I felt faint already, on account of the
smoke that only I could see and I started to hear the sound of people
running, the panicky trampling of lots of people…and screams.


“Then the teacher said 'Get him outside, let him have some air!'


“They stretched me out in the garden and in a couple of minutes
everything was back to normal.  I started breathing normally again:
The sensation of heat went away and I couldn't hear the sound of
people running or the screams any more.


“On the way home the teacher bombarded me with questions, heh-heh!
I still remember the way her eyes bulged when I gave her a detailed
description of the sensations I had felt. But even then, I was really
frightened.  I was scared that I was sick, but I never thought of
those special gifts until…"


"Until…? Go on, Andy! This is fascinating,"


"Until, a few days after we had got back from the trip, the
teacher came to the boarding house, accompanied by a real
professor-type guy who she said was a special kind of doctor. This
character, very serious looking—really—asked loads of questions,
like, had I ever been to Edinburgh before and if I had ever had
experiences like this before.


“Soon after asking me all these questions, he told us a story that,
for the moment, left all of us feeling shocked and amazed.


“He told us that, fifty years before, just after the war, the
museum had been a school, and that it was used as a summer camp for
about two hundred young boys and girls. On one summer's night, maybe
because of a electrical short-circuit, a raging fire broke out.  Some
of the young campers got out of the building straight away, but a
large number of them, especially the younger ones, were trapped.
Threatened by the smoke and flames, they retreated all the way back
to the farthest room in an attempt to save themselves—the very room
where I had felt sick. They tried to get out through the windows but
the iron grilles prevented them.


“It was a terrible tragedy because every one of them died,
suffocated by the smoke. After the fire was put out, the rescuers
found themselves faced with a scene straight out of the Apocalypse. 
More than eighty children, many of them very young, piled up on top
of one another on the floor. The littler ones were clinging to the
older ones to find courage and that's how they were found—in an
embrace of death."


Massimo, speechless in the face of such a tragedy, gestures at Andy
to go on with the story.


"It was then that I understood what had happened.  Inside that
school I had relived that tragic night.  I travelled the same path as
those poor little children…experienced what they had experienced…I
could feel their terror and…in effect, they died all over again and
I died again with them. And I must admit that I was quite scared when
I heard those explanations, even though, by then, I'd gotten used to
such things."


"But then…" Massimo enquired, surprised at the mature
tone in which Andy expressed himself when he talked about this sort
of thing, "that strange doctor with the teacher, what did he
want, exactly?"


"Ha!ha!ha!" Andy laughs "That's
when my mum blew her top and threw them both out of the house."


"Why on earth…?"


"Because they wanted to take me to some kind of clinic in Sussex
that specialised in that sort of thing, where they would stick me
full of electrodes and carry out a whole raft of tests…encephalograms
and stuff like that.


“You should have heard my mum screaming, ‘My son's not going to
be a guinea pig for your experiments!  He's not a monster!'  So off
they went and we never saw them again.


“That day my mum told me never to breathe a word to anyone about
what had happened and that she never wanted to mention the subject
again for any reason whatsoever."


"It's all so extraordinary" replied Massimo "But I
don't understand what you mother was afraid of—as if she were in
the presence of witchcraft.  On the contrary, it's a very special
cognition phenomenon, known as psychometrics—when the subject, in
this case you, is placed in contact with an object, he perceives its
history and everything that has happened to it."


"Mum does it for my own good. She wants to protect me. She's
afraid that this thing might create complexes in me and that people
will make malicious gossip about it, encouraged by the fact that
there are already nasty stories floating around concerning the
Jack-in-the-Box boarding house."


At least a quarter-hour went by before the young Italian student had
recovered from the shock of the story he had just been told.


Meanwhile, Andy had strutted out the room, proud as a peacock at
having put an end to Massimo’s teasing and condescending smiles.


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




VII


 




In a short while, Andy returns to Massimo’s room to find the
student staring blankly out the window.


“Now that I’ve shown you what I can do, how about telling me some
stories about the old East End?”


And Massimo, lighting his umpteenth cigarette, again takes up the
tale.  “Well, you see, in those days, as I mentioned already, there
was a lot of poverty and people were prepared to do any kind of work,
turn their hand to anything, just to survive. Folks got by doing a
little stealing here and there and there were many women who, just to
scrape together enough money to feed their children, went around
entertaining men who rewarded them for their company with two or
three pence.


“You realise what sort a of charming little environment it was?
Around here, at the end of the nineteenth-century it was pure chaos.
Disease was everywhere—lots of children never reached the age of
three because, long before that, they got sick and died.”


Andy’s face grows suddenly dark. He is struck by the story with its
atmosphere of catastrophe, and he thinks sadly to himself of all
those unfortunate people.


"Poor Grandfather William, life couldn’t have been very easy
for him.”


“No,” says Massimo,  “life wasn’t easy for anyone in the East
End in those days.   Then, as if all that weren’t enough, somebody
started killing people, certain women, in a horrible manner.”


Andy’s curiosity is at its height and so, bursting with impatience,
he urges Massimo to go on with the story.


"You see,” says Massimo consenting to his wish,  “between 



August 31 and November 9, 1888, somebody, whose identity remains a
mystery to this day, murdered five poor young women from this area
using the most indescribably atrocious methods—all women of the
kind I have just been telling you about.”


“You mean the sort of women who get men to pay them?”


“Precisely,” Massimo goes on.  “All this happened in these
alleyways near Whitechapel Road—here in Batty Street, next to this
boarding house. What’s more—now don’t get scared—the last
crime, the one on November 9, took place right here, in one of the
rooms of the Jack-in-the-Box.  Andy, did you never hear of
Jack the Ripper?”


Young Andy Dobson is at a fever pitch of excitement.


All at once lots of things seem to become clear to him. So that is
why he had been accompanied by all those strange sensations during
his infancy here at the Jack-in-the-Box!


That explains the strange feeling he gets when he goes along the
corridor and past certain rooms…and all those sleepless nights made
restless by monstrous thoughts that seem to come to him from out of
nowhere. And it is even worse when he does manage to fall asleep.
Then, after crossing the “dark threshold” (that was the nick-name
he had given it), he finds himself catapulted into a foggy, ice-cold
universe made up of foul-smelling alleyways. The smell is so
sickening that, sometimes, when he wakes up in the morning, it seems
to him that the odour has impregnated his clothes. There’s more: a
cold, solitary, recurring dream—one where coaches drawn by black
horses suddenly come hurtling out of nowhere and, after trying to run
him down, disappear forever around a corner.


Of course! Now it is clear.  These strange feelings are the result of
a very special sensitivity and not just the imaginings of a
distracted schoolboy.  So, something dreadful that, in some way,
involves him has happened within these walls. Someone or something
is trying to contact him or, at least, that is the feeling he
has.


Who knows how many dreadful events these dilapidated walls have
witnessed; who knows how many unrepeatable conversations the crude,
rickety, wooden tables in the dining room must have overheard. And
all those revolting, stuffed animals that populate the corridors?
What atrocities have their cold, glassy eyes observed? 



Ah! if only those objects, these walls, this furniture could speak.
For anyone else, any attempt to question inanimate objects would be
out of the question. But for him, Andy Dobson, a descendent of
Alistair, “The Joker,” and William, “The Gimp,” all this
represents anything but an insurmountable barrier; on the contrary,
it only serves to strengthen the conviction that his gifts were not
given to him by chance, but in accordance with some precise, superior
plan.


Andy is more than ever convinced that, independent of his will, he is
destined for a mission from which there is no escape—to rip aside
the dark, ponderous veil of a past populated by atrocious, unsolved
mysteries. He is becoming more and more convinced that this mission
will never end—a restless, aimless journey across a wasteland of
black ice ceaselessly lashed by winds of unimaginable force, where
neither time nor memory exist.  A mission to a place where demons
drip with blood, with poverty and degradation, freezing houses,
distraught mothers—where enormous rats emerge from the sewers to
bite poor, new-born babies in their cradles. It is now up to him,
like an ancient knight in a medieval saga, to challenge the darkness
and to defeat it.


Andy Dobson.


Is that the reason why his mum and Granddad Bob never want to talk
about certain subjects. Do they know?


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




VIII


 




Just as all these thoughts are jostling and shoving one another in
his brain like a crowd milling about in the Underground, a flash of
insight strikes Andy like a shot from a gun.


“Room No. 4!”


His voice bursts from his throat with such force that Massimo nearly
has a heart attack.


Andy paces up and down the room like a tiger in a cage, ignoring the
Italian student’s repeated pleas for him to remain calm.  At a
certain point, there is nothing left for Massimo to do but lift Andy
up bodily and dump him in the armchair like a sack of potatoes.


"At last, Andy! You look like someone possessed. You really have
me scared. Maybe I was wrong to tell you certain things.”


Andy seems to be calmer now and, after sipping some tea left over
from Massimo’s supper, by now stone-cold, is encourage to alk about
Room No. 4.


“Granddad told me about Room No. 4 on the first floor; it’s been
locked up for so many years that even he doesn’t remember how long…
 He told me that in Grandfather William’s day it was occupied by a
young woman who came to a bad end—she died—a certain Mary Jane.”


“Yes! yes! That’s it!  Mary Jane Kelly, the fifth victim, the one
on November 9, 1888.”


Now their respective roles seem to have been switched.


Compared to Andy, who appears to have calmed down, Massimo, at the
mention of Mary Jane and of her room, has become very excited.


“Do you mean to tell me that the room on the first floor, the one
that belonged to Mary Jane has been shut up from that day and that
nobody has ever set foot in it since?”


Andy confirms this several times and, by common agreement, they very
daringly decide that it is essential to go and have a look as soon as
possible.


"But now, let's talk about this Mary Jane," says Andy
sitting down in the comfortable chair.


"Okay," Massimo begins to tell the story.  "This Kelly
woman was born in Limerick, in Ireland, but when she was very young
she moved with her family to Wales where her father worked as a coal
miner.  At the age of sixteen she married a man who was also a miner.


When her husband died in a mine accident a couple of years later, she
moved to Cardiff in Wales.  It couldn't have been easy for a woman,
and a widow at that, to survive in those days; maybe that's why she
turned to prostitution.


In 1884 she arrived in London where at first, she stayed in a convent
in which she earned her bed and board by doing chores…like…
cooking and cleaning.  Later on, it seems, she started to work in a
brothel for rich gentlemen in the West End."


"Bloody hell!" Andy exclaims "It must have been really
tough living in those days. But what sort of woman was this Mary
Jane?"


"Well, as far as I can make out, it seems that poor Mary Jane
Kelly was really a pretty little thing, blonde hair, blue eyes, all
the right things in all the right places. They say she was very
friendly, except when she'd had one too many…then, it seems, she
used to get a wee bit rowdy."


"In other words," laughs Andy, "a bit like Granddad
Bob.  When he gets tight he makes an awful row—staggering about,
singing at the top of his voice—until my mum gets real mad and
sends him off to bed."


"Exactly." Massimo continues. "Anyhow, apart from
this, she was a quiet girl, well liked by all.  At the moment of her
death she was about twenty-five years old and the last time she was
seen that night, she was wearing a red shawl over her shoulders. 
What's more, she must have been very fond of singing because, at the
time, her neighbours testified that they heard her singing in her
room for hours before the murder."


"And what was she singing?" Andy demands.


"Who cares, for Pete's sake!" Massimo bursts out, annoyed
at so much curiosity.


"I care, that's who! I care a lot! If we're going to be
an effective team of detectives you've got tell me absolutely
everything you know… also, because neither mum nor Grandfather have
ever told me anything about this affair…"


Resigned and somewhat irritated by the boy's insistence, Massimo goes
on telling him what he knows.


"It appears she always used to sing the same tune: an old folk
song, a sad, nostalgic lament, something, as I recall, involving
mothers and death—childhood memories and flowers plucked from
graves. I think it was called…Umm…'A Violet from Mother's Grave.'
”


"Would you like to sing it to me?" Andy interrupts him in
mocking tones.


"If you think I'm going to start singing into the bargain,
you're making one big mistake…And anyway, it's time you left."


"Okay.  If you don't want me to know anything more about that
little ditty…pity.  I was curious…"


Then Massimo, perhaps regretting that he has been so rude to the boy,
takes a book from one of the large bags on the floor of the room and
starts to read:


 




"Scenes of my childhood arise before my gaze,


Bringing recollections of bygone happy days.


When down in the meadow in childhood I would roam		


No one's left to cheer me now within that good old home.


Father and Mother, they have pass'd 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 my Mother's grave."


 




"That's the text of the song—happy now?" says Massimo,
replacing the book in the sack.


"Yes, but there's one last thing I want to ask you: What were
you listening to on your Walkman?”


A classical music CD of the music of Niccolò Paganini, "Twenty-four
Capriccio's."  It is one of my favorite violin pieces, and the
solo violin on the recording is an authentic Stradivarius.   If you
promise to leave, I'll lend it to you.”


"Ah… You'll lend it me?"


Andy, most of the time, finds a special joy in doing the opposite of
what others expected him to do.  In this case he understands that
Massimo just wants him to go, so he does precisely the opposite.


"If you get lost, I'll give you the CD." says
Massimo limply.


Before taking leave of each other—for it is nearly midnight by
now—they take a solemn vow not to speak to anyone of the adventure
they are about to undertake.


Grabbing the Paganini CD, Andy thanks Massimo and vanishes swiftly
from the room.  As soon as he enters his room, Andy locks the door.
That way he feels safer.


That night, they both sleep very little, and the little sleep they do
get is restless.  Massimo, reflecting on Andy’s psychic powers,
pland to make use of them. Andy could be useful to me in shedding
some light on the whole Ripper affair, he thinks to himself.


Andy’s short sleep, on the contrary, is filled with dreams of men
in top-hats and black cloaks who peer at him from around dark corners
and rooms whose floors are littered with parts of human bodies and
whose walls are spattered with blood right up to the ceiling. Towards
the end he has the usual recurrent dream: the one about the
horse-drawn carriage that, hurtles out of the darkness and tries to
run him down.


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




IX


 




The next morning, Andy gets up more tired than he was before he had
gone to bed.  He would gladly have foregone his morning lessons but,
since he had used up his entire range of excuses, from bellyache, to
backache, to headache, he knew that his mum wouldn't swallow the
story—she would kick his butt all the way to his classroom. So he
didn't even try…with his heart filled with melancholy, he set off
toward school.


Harry Catlett of the London Metropolitan Police is not only the local
bobby in Whitechapel Road and the surrounding area, but he also
happens to be Lucy’s father, the only person Andy will listen to. 
Henry is Andy’s conscience, always ready to point an accusing
finger at him, like a pistol; always telling him what he ought and
ought not to do.


After being kicked by his mum, the very last person he would have 
wanted to meet was p.c. Catlett, always so generous with his
reprimands and advice.


They met at the corner of Tasko Road and Math Street, two blocks away
from the Council school, while the policeman was accompanying his 
daughter to her classes.


“Hello, Mr. Catlett. Nice day today, isn’t it?”


"It sure doesn’t look like a nice day to me at all, seeing as
how I’ve run into you Andy Dobson.” Only yesterday I was talking
to your teachers and they told me that with your behaviour, you’re
leading Lucy astray and that her performance at school is clearly
suffering.”


“Don’t say that, Colonel.”


"Don’t try to be get smart with me! I haven’t been promoted
to Colonel yet.”


“Ah, but you will, never fear. All you need is a little patience.”


“Andy Dobson, one of these days I’m going to lose my patience and
give you a good thrashing. And remember, I’ve been authorised by
that saintly woman, your Mother.”


“Ah....I can just imagine. Mum is always first when it comes to a
punch-up.”


“Anyhow, you might as well know that I’ve asked your teachers not
to let you sit at the same desk as Lucy until you come to your
senses. Damned good-for-nothing little scoundrel!”


This delightful little scene is repeated nearly every day. Lucy’s
Father seems like a gruff man but, in reality, he is a good sort and
he is very fond of Andy too and looks on him nearly as a son.


Harry Catlett had also been a very close friend of Andy’s father,
Steve, and, after his death, he had taken the boy’s interests very
much to heart. He has been on duty in Whitechapel for so long that he
truly has become an institution, well known and respected by one and
all.  Nobody messes him around. The local toughs fear him, and try to
stay out of his way when they can; his fifteen stone of pure muscle
don’t encourage anyone to--so to speak—step on his toes.


In class, Andy tells Lucy the story of his meeting with the young
Italian and their decision to go and have a look at Room No. 4 on the
first floor.


Lucy isn’t all that enthusiastic, but she swears that she will
never let him go anyplace without her; and so they will have to make
up some excuse for her to spend the night at the Jack-in-the-Box so
she can join the expedition.


"You should say that we have to study late, and that then you’re
going to sleep at our place.” Quick as a flash, Andy came up with a
story; he was a past master in the art of lying.


Lucy says she thinks it might be a good idea.


Right after this, they are shushed by the teacher and aren’t
allowed to talk until school is out.


X


 




At lunch with Granddad Bob, Andy tries more than once to tackle the
question of the mysterious room in the hope that he might learn
something,  but every attempt fails. Mum had probably scolded the old
boy again.


Today the lodger from Room No. 5 came down to lunch, too—the 
distinguished looking man who had recently arrived.


Andy finds him to be really very nice in his tweed suit.


He says he has come down from Devonshire. His deportment is
impeccable, with the manners of a true gentleman; he tells them that
he has been for many years in the service of a land owner and that he
has always been in charge of the running of the estate. Now that he
has retired, he has come to London to visit some relatives.


He really is a most likable person.


He confesses that he had a hobby: kites. As soon as his work allows,
he is off by himself across the fields flying the kites that he
himself has made.  Running through the fields alone, he says, makes
him feel like a boy again.


“There’s nothing like a brisk run in the country in the early
morning ahead of a fine kite to make you forget your worries.”


What an unusual character Mr. Hugo Drabber is!


Hugo, thought Andy,  what a funny name!


But then, everything about this rather tubby, retired country
gentleman seems rather funny.  Funny and old fashioned starting from
his clothes: a loud, green-and-yellow checked jacket with a rounded
collar; a tailored waistcoat; a stiff collar with a bow-tie; and to
round things off, a pair of trousers made of the same material as the
jacket. His bowler, and his heavy dark mustache underneath that he
keeps stroking with those large coarse hands of his, makes him look
as if he belongs to another time: a face that seems to have sprung
from one of those nineteenth-century paintings that are discovered in
some cellar every now and then.


Andy finds it hard to picture him racing across the landscape after a
kite. Still, he has taken a liking to ’ol Drabber.


When the meal is over, Granddad and Mr. Drabber both light up their
pipes and start talking about the old days, the war, and about how
much London has changed in the last few years.


Going into the kitchen to fetch some cherry brandy for the diners,
Andy notices that his Mother is talking to someone. At once, he
crouches down behind the door to eavesdrop—one of his favourite
pastimes.


From there, he can’t see who she is speaking to but, a moment
later, he recognises the voice of Lucy’s father, Harry Catlett.


“Emma, I don’t want to frighten you, but we have been notified of
the presence in the city of a dangerous serial killer.


“He is a very strange character with a mania for the exploits of
Jack the Ripper.  We know hardly anything about him—haven’t even
got a description—but, according to my superiors, because of this
obsession of his, he would very likely be attracted to this area and
to this…”


“And maybe even to my guest house,” Emma breaks in.  “Come
off it Harry! It all sounds very silly! Sometimes you men seem like a
bunch of kids to me.  Bob spends his days filling Andy's head with
complete rubbish—always the same old stuff—monsters and butchers.
And the result?  I'll tell you right away!  My son's performance at
school is  poor, not to say disastrous.  While I'm trying to play
down Andy’s strange powers, his grandfather is blowing him up. I do
not want everyone to regard my son as some kind of freak or, worse
still, as an idiot; and now, you come along, warning me about an
improbable comeback by Jack the Ripper.  Don't you think it's a bit
much?  You too…just like my poor Steve…you're a dreamer.  Just
like he was, you're obsessed with these old stories…"


"You're not being fair, Emma," replies Harry, bowing his
head. "You know very well that I look after your family like it
is my own…and anyway, it's something I promised Steve.  He would
have done the same for my family if something had happened to me.  He
was my best friend…"


"I'm sorry, Harry" says Emma, her tone softening.  "I'm
just a little edgy—too many things to look after here.  I'm all
alone…"


“Emma, I know you’re a very courageous woman, but I beg you not
to take any part of this story too lightly, and if you see anything
out of the ordinary, don’t hesitate to call me at any hour of the
day or night.”


“You’re always so good to us,” says Emma with a smile,  “and
I swear if I see some sinister character in blood-soaked clothes,
you’ll be the first to know!”


Andy had heard enough and so he went into the kitchen with a casual
“Hi there,” and, after taking down a bottle of cherry brandy,
headed back toward the dining-room.


A serial killer! thinks Andy, as he hurries along the corridor
separating him from the dining room, another Jack!


Andy is beside himself; he can think of nothing more exciting than
what he has just heard from Lucy’s dad.  A fine cure for boredom
in this bloody hotel where nothing interesting ever happens, he
thinks.


He feels like a little hero, a combination of private detective and
medieval knight. Ah yes! because he, too, has a damsel to defend. 
Improbable, fantastic scenarios begin at once to crowd into his
head—images made up of less-than-human eyes staring from the
darkness, sharp-edged blades waiting to slake their insatiable thirst
for blood, and, above all, defenceless damsels eager to thank their
rescuers with a kiss.  By an odd chance, every one of these imaginary
damsels in distress had the angelic features of his friend Lucy!


“Mr. Drabber got sleepy and he went to his room,” says Granddad
Bob, pouring himself out a good stiff glass of brandy.  “Nice chap,
though!”


Straight away, Andy informs him of what he has heard Mr. Catlett
telling his mum.


Old Bob is visibly upset by what Andy has told him;  and after
scolding him for listening behind doors, decides that another large
glass of brandy will help to ease the strain.


It should be said that, for Granddad, every event represents a chance
to—in his words—“ease the strain” by downing a good stiff
glass of brandy or gin, rather than a pint of beer.


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




XI


 




As happens nearly every afternoon, Andy’s bedroom is the scene of
Lucy’s futile attempts to get him to study. Some hopes! After what
he has just heard, his entire attention is focused on how to get into
Room No. 4.


Poor Lucy! She is just as unsuccessful in trying to persuade him not
to undertake that expedition, which she considers to be both crazy
and dangerous.


“Andy Dobson! Your Mother would skin you alive after roasting you
over a slow fire if she knew what you are planning with that Italian
friend of yours.”


“She doesn’t have to be told, my dear Lucy Catlett. Come to think
of it, you’ve given me an idea. Let’s go see Massimo.”


When they enter Massimo’s room, they find him buried deep in an
enormous history book, busily making notes.


“Sit down, my friends. You’ve come at just the right moment. I
was expecting you.”


Pushing two large armchairs together, he invites them to sit down
and, after offering them some orange juice in two plastic cups, he
begins to speak.


In the faint light of a single lamp standing on the desk, the three
of them have the air of conspirators intent on hatching God knows
what devilish undertaking.


“Before moving on to the operational stage of our plan, I want to
give you a short history lesson and I hope that your little
girlfriend is not too squeamish.”


“Don’t worry,” says Andy,  “she’s one of those plucky
types—she she doesn’t even cry at the dentist’s.”


“Dead right, “says Lucy with ill-concealed pride,   “I don’t
cry even with that horrid Doctor Broquette, and she always hurts me
something terrible.”


“It’s really so, Massimo,” Andy adds for good measure. “That
tub of lard always hurts her awfully and Lucy never complains. She’s
as gutsy as they come is my pal , Lucy!”


“If you ask me, she’s not a real dentist at all!” remarks Lucy.


“Okay...okay,”  Massimo breaks in, “she probably bought her
degree.  I get the distinct feeling that you’re not all that fond
of her, but that’s not what we’re here to talk about.”


Massimo lights a cigarette and perches himself on the edge of the
still unmade bed and resumes speaking, while the two little friends
gaze at him in curiosity mingled with impatience.


“Imagine yourselves in the year 1888. This area is a tangle of
dirty alleys, populated by nearly a million people, poor folk who, as
you know, try to survive by doing the strangest, the humblest of
jobs.


“A few blocks from here there is the London of the upper classes,
the London of the exclusive Pall Mall clubs, of horse-drawn
carriages. Those sort of people don’t come down here, except for
brief, nocturnal excursions in search of cheap thrills.  Around here,
the women sell themselves for a few pence, and it is just nearby,
near the Whitechapel Road Police Station, that our Jack strikes for
the first time. On the night of August 31, 1888, at about four in the
morning, a man by the name of Charles Cross, a carter, is on his way
to work.  As he is passing by Buck's Row, something grabs his
attention and he stops. Tossed into an alleyway like some worthless
piece of junk is the corpse of ‘one of those,’ Mary Ann Nichols. 
That was the unfortunate woman’s name and her body is horribly
mutilated.


“Just imagine, the Police had to comb the alleyway searching for
the missing pieces of her body which the murderer had scattered all
over the place.”


Hearing these things, an expression of horror and disgust spreads
over the features of the two children.


“I told you it was a pretty grim story!” said Massimo, realising,
from the expression on the faces of his two little friends, that he
is making them quite upset.  He continues: “A few days later
another scene, not unlike the first presents itself to the horrified
eyes of a policeman on his night beat. In another alley, Hambury
Street, right next to the Police Station, the completely dismembered
cadaver of Ann Chapman, another prostitute, is found. The crime had
been carried out with a savagery unprecedented in previous cases.”


“How revolting!” says Lucy, turning pale. "But who was this
Ann Chapman?"


"One of those unfortunates who populated the East End in those
days—forty-five years old, with tuberculosis and a certain penchant
for alcohol.  She made her living as best she could: living by her
wits…"


"Poor thing!" murmurs Lucy in a barely audible voice "Those
must have been awful times!"


“After these two cases,” continues Massimo,  “Scotland Yard
begins to investigate, mobilising more than eight thousand policemen
who are sent through the entire East End with a fine-tooth comb, day
and night, but to no avail. Until, on the night of September 30,
1888, friend Jack pulls off a double.”


“A double?” the two youngsters exclaim in unison, only to remain
wide-eyed and open-mouthed an instant later.


“Yes. That night, Jack mutilates the bodies of two more women:
Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes.  The two corpses are found a
short distance from one another, as the crow flies, and the crimes
are committed in the space of a few hours, but the method is
different because something probably happened…"


"Describe it properly," Andy demands. "The story's
getting really interesting."


"Okay," continues Massimo. "Let's
talk about Elizabeth Stride.  She was a woman of Swedish origin,
about forty-five, like Ann Chapman. She worked as a part-time
prostitute too, in order to pay for bed and board in some decrepit
lodging house in the area. That night, at about one in the morning, a
jewel merchant, a certain Louis Diemschutz, is just turning into
Dutfield's Yard's in his gig drawn by a little pony. All of a sudden
the little animal stops dead and refuses to go on. So…after getting
down off his gig in the dark, because in those days the streets
weren't well lighted, this man realises that something on the ground
is blocking the way. At first he thinks it is some drunk who has
fallen asleep in the middle of the road, a thing which, at that time,
is by no means unusual; and so he goes to a nearby pub, 'The
Workingman's Club,' to ask for help.


“A short time later he comes back with two customers, Isaac
Kozebrodsky and Morris Eagle and, lighting up the area with a
lantern, they discover that the thing that is blocking the carriage
is the lifeless body of Elizabeth Stride.


“The corpse, which is still warm, shows a single, long slash across
the throat from ear to ear; but not the mutilations of the previous
crimes. Why was that, do you think?" Massimo asks them.


"Because Jack was disturbed by something and didn't have time to
carve her up!" yells Andy, almost like a contestant on a quiz
show.


"Good man!  And it was probably the arrival of the gig that
disturbed him.  In fact, Mr. Diemschutz later gives evidence that, in
the few moments following the discovery of the body, the pony was
very skittish, as if it perceived the presence of someone in that
dark courtyard.  Jack was probably still there."


"Wow! Isn't that exciting? Better than going to the movies,"
exclaims Andy, turning toward Lucy, looking for confirmation.


"Absolutely not. I think it's a disgusting affair.” she
replies, putting a damper on his enthusiasm.


"At any rate," Massimo goes on, ignoring the children's
remarks, "a few hours later, our mysterious assassin gets his
own back.  In Mitre Square he makes such a butchery of the body of
his fourth victim, Catherine Eddowes, that the police have to work
hard to reassemble the pieces of that poor unfortunate because Jack
had scattered them over an area of several metres.


“At that point Scotland Yard is completely baffled.  They go by
guesswork, investigating places where people use sharp tools in their
professions, given the skill with which Jack literally cuts his
victims into pieces.  So they arrest scores of people, all of them
immigrants. Poles, Russians, Armenians. All cobblers, barbers,
tailors, butchers—in short anyone who uses sharp instruments in
their trade.”


“And do they catch him?” gulps Lucy.


“No, no! Quite the opposite; they let them all go because they have
nothing on them.  Jack strikes one last time before vanishing into
thin air; but this time his method differs from his previous crimes. 
The scene is no longer an alleyway but inside a house.  Mary Jane was
a beautiful girl of about twenty; unlike the first four who were a
bit long of tooth, and she had no need to walk the streets in order
to find ‘friends.’  She had a little room on the first floor of a
boarding house, No. 22 Batty Street.”


“But.....we’re at 22 and this is Batty Street.” shouts Lucy,
springing to her feet as if someone has suddenly lighted a bonfire
under her backside.


It takes a few minutes to get Lucy to stop crying; all she can say is
that she wants to go home. In the end, Andy succeeds in comforting
her.


Lucy sits down again and begins holding on tight to Andy’s arm, and
as we know, this makes him very happy.


After this brief interruption, Massimo proceeds with his tale and the
pair of them continue to listen to him in stunned silence.


“Well then, the Police who enter that room which, now it can be
said, is Room No. 4,  come face-to-face with a scene even more
blood-curdling than the others: the walls of the wretched little room
are spattered from top to bottom with the poor woman’s blood,
almost as if the killer had amused himself by tracing sinister,
meaningless signs on the walls—using a most unusual kind of ink. 



Hang on," he adds, opening one of the books lying on the desk
"If you like, I'll read you the report filed by Dr. Thomas Bond,
the Scotland Yard coroner, who was called to the scene to make out a
report on the crime."


"Interesting!" observes Andy, affecting a certain coolness
so as to impress Lucy.


"Well, I find it revolting. Actually, I'd be very grateful if
you would spare me the details which I bet are enough to make me
vomit."


Neither of the other two pays any attention so, all Lucy can do is
listen, petrified, to Massimo as he reads out the coroner's report:


 




"The body was lying naked in the middle of the bed, the axis of
the body inclined to the left. The head was turned on the left cheek.
The whole of the surface of the abdomen and thighs was removed and
the abdominal cavity emptied of its viscera…the arms mutilated by
several jagged wounds, and the face hacked beyond recognition of the
features. The viscera were found in various parts viz: the uterus and
kidneys with one breast under the head, the other breast by the right
foot, the liver between the feet, the intestines and the spleen by
the right side of the body.


The bed clothing at the right corner was saturated with blood, and on
the floor beneath was a pool of blood covering about two feet square.
The wall by the right side of the bed and in line with the body was
marked by blood which had struck it in a number of separate splashes.
The blood had been produced by the recision of the carotid artery,
this being the cause of death.


The face was gashed in all directions, the nose, cheeks, eyebrows and
ears being partly removed. The intercostals between the fourth,
fifth, and sixth ribs were cut through and the contents of the thorax
visible through the openings. The pericardium was open below and the
heart absent. In the abdominal cavity there was some partly digested
food: fish and potatoes, and similar food was found in the stomach
attached to the intestines…"


 




"How cheerful!" Lucy suddenly explodes; evidently she's had
quite enough.  



"That's it for now, Massimo! You've literally made me sick,"
says Andy.


"But I’m not finished yet!" protests Massimo "I've
still have to read the letters and the poems that Jack started
sending to the police and the newspapers—ridiculing both.  Let me
go on.”


This time the suspicions of the Police fall on one of the lodgers, a
strange doctor, a certain Dr. Tumblety; but when they try to contact
him, he has already disappeared in haste leaving all his bags and
baggage behind in his room.  That was the last crime, because then
Jack vanishes without trace.


“As I told you, during the investigations, Jack made fun of the
police by writing ghoulish verses and letters and sending them to
Scotland Yard. Listen, I found one here in this book.”


At this, Massimo gets up off the bed and, opening the old volume
lying on the desk, reads a few lines to the two kids who, in the
meantime, have been left gaping and speechless:


 




“I’m not a butcher, me


Nor a sailor from the sea.


Nor a nasty little Jew,


But a friend who’s close to you.


 




Signed: Jack The Ripper”


 




"Did you like that?” says Massimo.


“I don’t like anyone who has anything against Jewish people,”
replies Andy.


“Do we really have to hear this?” chimes Lucy.


“Wait,” says Massimo, “Just listen to this then!"


 




 




 




Eight little whores, with no hope of heaven,


Gladstone may save one, then there'll be seven.


Seven little whores beggin' for a shilling,


One stays in Henage Court, then there's a killing.


Six little whores, glad to be alive,


One sidles up to Jack, then there are five.


Four and whore rhyme aright,


So do three and me,


I'll set the town alight


Ere there are two.


Two little whores, shivering with fright,


Seek a cosy doorway in the middle of the night.


Jack's knife flashes, then there's but one,


And the last one's the ripest for Jack's idea of fun.


 




As soon as he has finished reading these few lines, Massimo is also
visibly upset and heaves a deep sigh.  After replacing the dusty tome
on the desk, he sits down on the bed once more.


A deathly pallor had spread over the faces of the two children.


Lucy’s fingernails are sunk deep into Andy’s arm and she is
clinging to him for all she is worth, like someone dangling from a
branch over the edge of a cliff. The three of them remain in silence
for long, interminable minutes; none of them has the courage or the
desire to remark on what they have just heard.


Once more it is Lucy who, having recovered her wits, breaks the
silence.  “This story is absolutely…absolutely revolting, so
there!”


"On the contrary, I find it fascinating,” says Andy, with a
trace of recklessness in his voice.


"Andy,” Massimo ventures, “I was thinking that those
wonderful and strange powers of yours might come in very handy, if
you agree of course, in trying to understand more about this horrible
story.  Look, I’ve been doing research in the university library
and I’ve read that there are lots of people like yourself who can
feel sensations by handling objects belonging to others, and even see
places and people in their minds. Of course, this happens with people
in whom these powers are particularly well developed.  In your case,
as you’re so young, I wouldn’t know. Anyhow, I read that there
are certain compounds that amplify these perceptions, you know,
compounds that are kind of hallucinogenic. I was reading about
experiments where the subjects being analysed talked about authentic
journeys through the memories of other people. It would be great to
be able to do this but you’d have to agree to it.” Massimo
concluded, a little hesitantly.


“Andy Dobson!” screams Lucy, “you’re not going to do
something like that!”


“Go on with what you were saying, Massimo,” Andy says, paying no
attention to Lucy,  “I find this very interesting.”


"You see, Andy,” Massimo continues,  “I could get some of
this compound from a French friend of mine who works in a hospital
and, if you agree...”


Andy didn’t even let him go on: “Okay, you get the medicine and
we’ll do the experiment, but first we’ve got to get a hold of
something from that period, an object that belonged to someone who
had something to do with the affair.”


“That’s where I come in!” replies Massimo triumphantly, taking
a large, gleaming steel picklock out of a drawer.


“This gadget will get us into the room that used to belong to poor
Mary Jane Kelly, and if it’s true that no one had set foot in there
for more than a hundred years, we have a real chance of finding
something that will help us. You agree too, don’t you, Lucy?”


“All I can say is that the two of you must have a couple of screws
loose. I don’t care what you get up to, Massimo, but as for
you, Andy Dobson, if you intend to go on with this madness and take
all sorts of drugs without knowing where they come from, then let me
tell you, I’ll never, ever speak to you again.”


When Lucy is really cross she always calls Andy by his full given
name and surname and this time she really is mad.


Long discussions between the two of them are typically necessary
before Lucy’s resistance can be overcome—and Andy, who knows her
very well, finally succeeds.


“All right then, I’ll go along with you on this insane adventure
but on one condition: I’ve got the same rights as you two, even
though I’m a girl. So I’ll follow you wherever you go.”


“It’s a deal! Now we can go.” exults Andy and he begins
slapping Massimo on the back.  Massimo himself is a little less
enthusiastic about the whole thing.


"First take this and have a look at it," says Massimo
handing him the old volume from which he had just read out the
Ripper's two macabre bits of verse. "Seeing as the thing seems
to interest you very much, here you'll find the letters Jack wrote to
the press and the police; they're really quite interesting."


"Ah! Most intriguing," Lucy observes ironically, "The
sort of stuff that keeps you awake nights, I imagine."


In the end, they decide that the visit to Room No. 4 should take
place that very night; and Massimo carefully arranges on the desk the
objects that they will be taking with them on their expedition: the
picklock, two electric torches, a small camera, and a large, blue,
canvas bag.


They part after agreeing that Massimo would come to Andy’s room
after midnight.


That afternoon there is no talk of studying.  Andy is far too excited
about what is going to take place later that night.


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




XII


 




When Lucy enters Andy’s room carrying a plate with two enormous
slices of marmalade cake on it, he doesn’t even notice, he is so
engrossed in a computer game.


“Snack time!” she proclaims, to attract his attention.


He doesn’t turn a hair.


“What game is that? A new one?”


"Hmm...? Oh, yeah!”  Andy replies absently as if he has
suddenly become aware of her presence, “it’s fantastic.  It’s
called Carmageddon. In practise, you’re the driver of the
car and you’ve got to run down the passers-by, the more you plaster
against the wall, the more points you score.”


Lucy glares at the computer screen with her usual expression of
disapproval.  She is staring at a hurtling vehicle and watching the
poor pedestrians who, from time to time, after bouncing off the
bonnet of the car, are crushed under the wheels with spine-chilling
screams. At every scream from one of the poor pedestrians, a crimson
stain appears punctually on the screen with a sinister “SPLAT!”
which makes Lucy flinch every time.  She detests this kind of video
game.


It takes fifty-two pedestrians crushed like flies, and Lucy’s
threat that she would go home, to convince Andy to switch off the
computer.


The two of them sit down on the bed and made short work of the two
slices of marmalade cake.


“I told your Mum that we would be studying after supper, too, so
she called my house to say I’d be sleeping here.”


“Okay!” says Andy, swallowing his last mouthful of cake. “I
can’t wait for midnight to come to get into that room.”


"But aren’t you a bit scared?”


“Are you?”


“A bit, yes” says Lucy in a small voice.


“In that case, I’m a bit scared too.”


Andy decides not to tell Lucy of the conversation he had overheard
that afternoon about the serial killer. Poor thing, he thinks,
she’d be even more freaked out.


Then they start imagining ingenuously what they are likely to find
behind that door.


"We might find gold and jewels, the loot from God knows what
crime or maybe important, compromising secret documents!"


"In which case," says Lucy "The gold and jewels are
mine and I'll leave the compromising documents to you.  But something
tells me that all we'll find is cobwebs and beetles.  And if things
go wrong, maybe a right telling-off by our folks if they find out!"


Then they eat biscuits and drink plenty of malted milk. Having eaten
their fill, they fall asleep lying side-by-side on their backs
holding hands.  The street lamps come on at dusk and the sunset
surprises them where they lie.


With closed eyes, and still a little groggy from her afternoon nap,
Lucy explores the space around her with her hand and meet no
resistance.


When she half opens her eyes and realises that she is all alone in
the room, she begins to feel very uneasy.  She hurriedly slips on her
shoes, wondering where on earth Andy could have gone.


The idiot! she thinks, rubbing her eyes—she is waking up
slowly—he knows perfectly well that I can’t stand being left
alone, especially in this creepy place, and yet he does it on
purpose. As soon as you turn your back, he’s gone.


As she is reflecting on this, her eyes are searching the room looking
for some hint of what is going on, and her attention is caught by a
large red stain on the floor right in the centre of the room.


She immediately feels her heart leap into her mouth—beating  madly
and her breath comes in broken gasps.


With increasing dismay, she notices that the stain, which has all the
characteristics of blood, is not the only one.  Smaller ones, in
orderly single file accompany it, giving the room an extremely
sinister look.


In the muffled silence that encloses the scene Lucy is able to hear
herself breathing, or, rather, panting.


Her gaze, following the little spots, ends up at the bathroom door.


With short steps, holding her breath so as not to disturb the
nameless demons that inhabit the house, she approaches the half open
door from which a weak light filters out.  She has barely put her
nose inside the bathroom, when POW! an enormous, slimy,
wart-covered hand is suddenly thrust in her face. Lucy leaps
backwards, loses her balance and falls sprawling on the floor with
her legs in the air.


For several, interminable seconds, with her eyes screwed shut so as
not to see, she hopes it was just a dream, but such is not the case.
She decides to open her eyes slowly, hoping in her heart that she has
made a mistake.  But no! The huge arm is still there resting against
the bathroom door which, only slightly ajar, allows nothing more to
be seen.


Suddenly the long, repellent, skinny fingers that look like
prehistoric talons start twitching nervously and drumming on the wood
of the door. Lucy wants to scream, to run away, but instead, she is
unable to utter a sound or move a muscle.


The bathroom door suddenly springs open and all that is left for the
poor girl to do is to contemplate, from her uncomfortable position on
the floor, the triumphant face of Andy as he explodes in a loud belly
laugh.


“This pure latex gauntlet is supposed to be the revolting hand of
the Monster from the Deserted Mine! The book’s quite
good—the film…not so good.”


Having said this, Andy strips off the rubber glove from his hand and
tosses it across poor Lucy’s legs. She is gaping at him in
astonishment.


She doesn’t say a word. She gets up off the floor and smoothes down
her short, blue, pleated skirt with her hands. She goes up to Andy
and after rewarding him with a sarcastic little smile, turns her back
on him for an instant, only to whip round again him and hit him a
clout that Splat! plants itself like a suction cup on the
unfortunate lad’s face, wiping away his infuriating grin.


“Andy Dobson! You’re hateful! You and your usual stupid tricks…Is
it possible that that’s all you’re good for?”


Five little red fingers are neatly printed on Andy’s cheek; he is
still trying to figure out, with some difficulty, whether it had been
Lucy’s gentle little hand that had hit him or if the driver of the
London-Glasgow express had lost control and the train had left the
rails and crashed into his freckled face!


“Lucy, that hurt!”


“And that’s nothing… You deserve much worse after the fright
you gave me.”


Andy, realising that perhaps that he had really overdone it, tries to
play things down.


“Phew! You certainly pack a punch for such a little girl.”


“It’s the fear that does it. I suppose you’ll be happy to hear
that I nearly wet myself!”


"Aw, come on! It’s only a little rubber hand....”


“It’s totally revolting!” replies Lucy putting the gauntlet on
her hand, “What about all those stains on the floor?”


“Oh! That’s ketchup!” says Andy, waving an empty bottle.  “I
nearly used the whole lot.”


As he cleans the room of the tomato stains, using a scrubbing brush
under the Lucy’s watchful eye, Andy has all the time he needs to
reflect on the wisdom of playing practical jokes of that kind.


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




XIII


 




Emma's culinary touch had not been particularly felicitous today in
the kitchen.  It’s always the same whenever something is worrying
her.


The slices of roast beef neatly arranged on the metal tray in the
centre of the table do not look particularly inviting.  Lucy barely
tastes it and Andy, who is too excited at the prospect of an
event-filled evening after supper, tastes only a little potato puree.


Granddad Bob and Mr. Drabber hold other views and do battle over the
roast beef to the very last slice. Emma never eats an evening meal.


“My compliments, Mrs. Dobson!” says Hugo Drabber, speaking with
his mouth full.  “This is the finest roast beef I have tasted in a
long time.”


“But, he isn’t ‘tasting’ it” whispers Andy in Lucy’s ear,
“he’s polishing it all off.”


Lucy can hardly keep from laughing out loud when Granddad very
gravely informs all present of an event which had taken place.  “My
bottle of ketchup has mysteriously vanished. Where are we going to
end up at this rate! You can’t even leave a bottle of tomato sauce
unguarded without having it disappear on you. There’s always queer
things happening in this house… Your Mother doesn't want to admit
it, but this place has a curse on it.”


Having assured Granddad of his innocence, Andy hazards a guess that
the culprit might be the ghost of some ancestor.


“Maybe it’s old Alistair himself having some fun playing tricks
on you; after all, didn’t they use to call him Alistair, ‘The
Joker’?”


No one answers him.


After duly honouring the chocolate cake that Emma always makes when
Lucy is invited, the two youngsters say goodnight to the company and
withdraw.


In Andy’s room, they try various ways of whiling away the time.
They are both very nervous, even though they don’t show it. With
hardly a word to each other, they listen to some music, watch a bit
of television and leaf through some magazines.


Lucy finally breaks the interminable silence: “If your mum knew
what you’re planning to do… I don’t dare to think about it; and
I don’t dare think about something else, either.”


“What?” asks Andy as he put on his sneakers, the ones that make
no sound.


“That she will tell my dad straight away and then, goodbye
pocket money, and goodbye summer holidays.”


“Everything will turn out fine, you’ll see.” says Andy, taking
her by the hand.


She gazes at him with her big blue eyes and immediately afterwards,
presses her forehead against his for a brief instant.


“Forgive me for today. I hurt you didn’t I?”


“No, no. It’s you who should forgive me! I must have given you a
right scare.”


“Let’s not think about it any more.”


Andy had never told anyone, not even her, that he had already decided
that when they grows up, he is going to marry this little girl with
the rosy cheeks who is always so dreamy and so sweet.


Lucy had never told anyone, not even him, but she had secretly
decided that, when she grows up, she is going to marry that impudent,
yet sweet prankster with the freckled face.


Neither of them has ever told the other, yet both of them already
know.  And so they wait for Massimo to come, watching cartoons on TV
and holding hands.


Shortly before midnight, Massimo knocks softly on Andy’s door,
enters, and finds them cuddling and watching TV.  An odd sort, this
Massimo—he seems to be dressed more for a commando operation in
enemy territory than for a visit to a Hotel room!


His has a smooth, freshly-shaven face, a black, close-fitting
polo-neck sweater, and a woollen watch-cap of the same colour. He
looks like a character out of an action movie—totally different
from how he appeared to Andy at first, a rather awkward-looking young
student with an unshaven face.


“Aha! so it’s true love then. I didn’t know you were engaged!”
Massimo begins, using the tone of voice one usually uses when teasing
very young children. Lucy’s glare, which by itself was worth a
thousand words, goes right through him.


Massimo gets the message straight away and, after lighting a
cigarette, he opens the large sack that he had brought with him. 
After switching on and off the two torches to test them, he says:
“Right then, let’s go over the situation. Now we’re going to go
down the corridor, being very careful to make no noise, and then,
taking the stairs we go up to the first floor.”


“I know how to get there,” replies Andy in a sarcastic tone, “I
have lived here all my life.”


“Okay!”  says Lucy with her customary determination, “let’s
go and get it done with.”


The three leave the room without saying a word and take great care
not to make a sound. At night, the corridors of the Jack-in-the-Box,
so dimly lit to save electricity, give to the boarding house a very
sinister look. Lucy has the feeling that the eyes of the stuffed
animals that crowd the walls are following her with their gaze, but
she is careful not to show her feelings to the other two, persuading
herself that there is no basis for a theory of this sort.


Still in complete silence, they move along the corridor and find
themselves facing the stairs leading to the first floor. Andy casts a
glance toward the kitchen a few paces away—near to where his mum’s
room is located.  A thin pencil-beam of light filters from under her
door. 



"Mum's still awake,” Andy observes, “she's probably going
over the day's accounts—as usual, she'll be upset because the
takings are so low."


After a brief pause he makes a sign with his hand to show that the
coast is clear.  They start up the stairs, and, in spite of the fact
that they all are wearing rubber-soled shoes, the worn, wooden treads
started creaking and groaning as if, tired after years of hard work,
they have decided to give way beneath the weight of the amateur
sleuths.


A couple of steps from the top, they suddenly stop when they hear
confused, off-key singing coming from the end of the first floor
corridor.


“Hold it!” whispers Massimo, who is leading the group.


Going forward alone, he climbs the final few steps that separate them
from the corridor and peeps round the corner in the direction from
which the singing is heard.  After a few seconds he turns around to
Andy and Lucy and gestures for them to take a look for themselves. 
Though the light is very dim, all three recognise Mr. Hugo Drabber,
who is walking toward his room, the one next to No. 4.


From the exaggerated way he is waving his arms and from his unsteady
walk, it is clear that he had been visiting with Granddad Bob, who
must certainly have offered him a goodly portion of his reserve of
choice liquors.


"Your grandfather has found himself a good friend,” Lucy
whispers, “they must have the same hobby—gin and beer."


"You're forgetting the cherry brandy," Andy whispers
gleefully.


The three stand watching him as he makes his way along the corridor,
weaving from one wall to the other in search of support.  When he
gets to the door of his room, he leans his head against it,
momentarily interrupting his mumbled song; then he starts rummaging
around in his pocket and begins to hum again.  After several futile
attempts at inserting the key in the lock, he finally manages it and
enters his room, slamming the door behind him.


For an instant the light from his room lights up the corridor and the
three draw back quickly for fear of being seen.


“Not to worry,” Andy says, “he’s so full of gin he wouldn’t
see an elephant if it appeared in front of him. So, do we go on or
are we supposed to spend the night in this corridor?”


“Right!” Lucy breaks in, rather peeved.  “We’ve got to go to
school in the morning.”


“Lucy, do you feel up to staying here alone while we open the
door?” Massimo asks.


“All right.” she says, “Anyway, I will be able to see both of
you from here, won’t I?”


Massimo and Andy set off slowly along the corridor and, as they go,
Andy waves goodbye to Lucy.  The two, after a careful look round,
bend down in front of the door.


“They never even let me get close to this door.” says Andy
stroking the wood with his hand.  Even the door to room No. 4 looks
different from the others.  The Dobsons had evidently preferred to
ignore the very existence of the room—the proof being that no one
had even bothered to polish the door.  Unlike the other doors, this
one is dull and covered with little holes which betrays the presence
of wood worm.


Form time to time, Andy turns his gaze toward Lucy, whom he can make
out puffing with irritation and worry in the gloom.  With Andy
directing the light of one of the torches at the lock of the door,
Massimo begins to fiddle with the picklock.


“Look here a sec!”


Andy, who is always in the mood for a joke, has pointed the beam of
light from the torch under his chin and, after inflating his cheeks
like a frog and letting his eyes bulge out, he assumes a ghostly look
and tries to attract Massimo’s attention.


“If you don’t shine the light on the lock, I’ll won’t be able
to figure this out; after all, not being a professional burglar, it’s
not as if I knew much about locks.”


After Massimo’s gentle reprimand, Andy starts wondering about what
they might find in the room where nobody has set foot for more than a
hundred years. He begins to have wild fantasies about what might lie
hidden on the other side of the door after all that time.  He is
distracted by the broad grin that lights up Massimo’s face when he
manages to spring the ancient lock.


“Voila! The thing is done, monsieur!” he says with
barely-concealed pride.


“You going in first, Massimo?”


“Yes…no. It doesn’t matter.”


“Uh…you go first then.” Andy decides.


In the meantime, at Andy’s signal, Lucy has hurried down the
corridor to join them in front of the door.


“Ready, then?” whispers Massimo, leaning a hand against the door.


They spend long moments staring in absorbed silence at the door until
Massimo, after switching on the second electric torch, slowly turns
the handle. . . .


The door opens wide, creaking just like in a horror film.


The first sensation they are aware of is the strong smell: one of
those smells that you can’t put a name to—a mixture of something
sickly-sweet, of old, damp furniture and windows that haven’t been
opened in years.  In spite of the fact that no one had set foot
inside for a long time, the room, from what they can see in the faint
light from the torches, does not look all that bad. Broad planks of
white wood nailed across the windows prevent them from being opened;
on the right, some furniture and a few chairs are piled up with a
certain order to them.  Dust and cobwebs reign supreme over
everything.

















