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 Author’s Note—The
Ripper’s London

I worked on this note in part during the
month of October, a time for scary fun. I truly enjoy the cute
horror of Halloween and a good, over-the-top zombie film, yet as
one who has always been intrigued by the dark and disturbing, as a
practitioner in the horror genre—writer and illustrator—sometimes
that sort of fun scare falls flat. My interest has been drawn over
time to the real horror of history and the lessons to be learned
from it.

Each of the two novels within this book is a
work of fiction inspired by the life of a woman believed to be a
victim of Jack the Ripper. The stories are not about the killer.
The Whitechapel Murderer is merely a force of nature within the
common environment of the two tales. They are instead the stories
of human lives tragically cut short, those of women who would have
been quickly forgotten if the manner of their deaths had been
anything other than astounding.

The women are Elizabeth Stride and Catherine
Eddowes, respectively the third and fourth canonical victims of the
murderer. For purposes of storytelling, I have not adhered strictly
to their histories. I have assigned to my main characters emotional
characteristics and reactions that are consistent with their time
and circumstances. In the novel about Elizabeth Stride, I’ve
addressed puzzling events in her life, and a mysterious confusion
concerning her identity that arose during the coroner’s inquest
into her murder. The novel about Catherine Eddowes was inspired by
the list of items found on her person at the scene of her
death.

My goal is to provide a glimpse into a time
when the industrial revolution had created not only prosperity, but
also unimaginable suffering in what was the greatest city in the
richest country in the world. Apparently it was a society in which
the impoverished, and especially poor, single, middle-aged women
were considered by many to have little worth. The murders of the
five canonical victims of the Ripper in the autumn of 1888 were
only symptoms of the social ills in London.

The first novel of the Jack the Ripper
Victim series that I wrote is the one that appears second in this
volume. I’ve placed the one about Elizabeth Stride first because
she died approximately one hour before Catherine Eddowes. The
phrase, “the double event,” which I’ve used in the title of this
book, comes from a message on what is known as the “Saucy Jacky”
postcard, sent to the Central News Office, London City on October
1, 1888. The words refer to the fact that the murders of the two
women occurred so close together in time. Initially, some credence
was given to the idea that the postcard might indeed have been
written by the killer, and it became big news around the time of
the killings, but we don’t know the truth of the matter. The phrase
stuck, though, and to this day, the murders of Stride and Eddowes
on September 30, 1888 is known among ripperologist as the double
event.

Long ago, when I first learned of Jack the
Ripper, I was intrigued by the endless speculation about who he
might have been (I use male pronouns when referring to him merely
because of the name Jack; though we don’t know the gender of the
Whitechapel Murderer). With information about serial murder readily
available in modern times, like many people, I’ve become
increasingly interested in what I can learn about what motivates
those who kill. For my own emotional protection, I frequently shy
away from thinking too much about the personalities, loves and
aspirations of those who suffer from violent crimes. Still, the
more I read about the Ripper murders and the various theories, the
less interested I was in the killer and the more intrigued I became
with how people lived—including the victims—in London, an
environment undergoing social, and economic upheaval due to the
industrial revolution.

Although I couldn’t learn much about the
killer, I could gain some knowledge of the five female victims.
Potentially, there are more than five, but those considered
canonical victims are Mary Ann Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth
Stride, Catherine Eddowes, and Mary Jane Kelly.

My first real insight into the humanity of
Catherine Eddowes came from reading the police report about her
murder, particularly the part that listed her articles of clothing
and the possessions found on her person at the time of her death.
Catherine Eddowes had spent each of the two nights before the night
of her death in a different casual ward. The casual wards were part
of the workhouse system, a place for the transient, the ill, or
those known to be criminals to receive temporary shelter in what
was considered at the time to be appalling conditions. Like many of
the homeless today, she was wearing many layers of clothing. She
carried over fifty personal items. It is likely she had everything
she owned on her person.

Coroner’s inquests were held to determine
the cause of death for each of the murdered women. The inquiries
are essentially trials, with juries and witnesses to help make a
determination about the manner of a victim’s demise. The verdict in
each of the five cases was "Wilful murder against some person or
persons unknown."

The words, actions, movements, and
motivations of each of the women are most clearly known to history
closest to the time of their deaths because of the testimony of the
witnesses called during the inquests. In some cases, such as that
of Elizabeth Stride, the last couple of hours were recounted in
detail, and in other cases, such as that of Catherine Eddowes, we
have a good idea what she did within several days of her death. The
farther we go into the past away from the times of their deaths,
however, the less detailed and the more generalized is the
information about them. Within the few years prior to their deaths,
all five had suffered real hardship—all had engaged in prostitution
to survive, most, if not all, had been active alcoholics, and most
had spent time in the dehumanizing workhouse system.

In Victorian England, the Industrial
revolution had led to large-scale unemployment, much the way the
Tech Revolution has done in America today. Victorian London, much
like large American cities today, suffered from overcrowding and
large numbers of homeless.

I see a modern reflection of the victims of
Jack the Ripper in the homeless of twenty-first century America.
Much of the cause of that homelessness went unseen in Victorian
times, as it does now. With the rise in the numbers of the
homeless, then as now, people had a tendency to shy away from the
problem.

My natural inclination is to avoid knowing
why so many people are hungry and without shelter. I want to look
away, and I don’t want to look away. My experience is that many
people are just as ambivalent. Many of the homeless are intoxicated
much of the time or begging for the means to become intoxicated. I
can easily become disgusted with the endless need of the addicts
among the homeless. I could justify my righteousness by blaming
their lack of hygiene, and their crimes of desperation. However, I
am a sober alcoholic and expect myself to have compassion for them,
even when it doesn’t come naturally. There, but for providence, go
I.

Although I avoid those who are clearly
intoxicated, on occasion I’ve asked someone begging on the street
for their story. Most aren’t good at telling a story, perhaps
because they are rarely asked for one. Even so, from what they say,
I’ve always gotten the sense that they have had happier times, that
they have capabilities, and that they have aspirations involving
their own personal interests and those whom they love.

Worse than the surface irritation of having
to deal with a person who might be slovenly, dirty, inconvenient,
or in-my-face is the emotional stress of considering the plight of
an unfortunate person. My immediate response is to want look away.
I speak of my experience to take responsibility for my reactions,
yet I’m not alone. We find it easy to scorn the beggars on the
streets and then project that disdain on all homeless people,
further isolating them. As a result, the down and out are less
likely to find help when in danger. If they are seriously harmed or
killed, fewer people step forward to try to find out what happened.
Those who prey upon the homeless more easily get away with their
crimes. The same was true for the down and out of Victorian
London.

What events in the lives of the five Jack
the Ripper victims led to their demise on the streets of London?
How much of the way they lived was a result of the choices they
made? What was beyond their control? Were they chosen at random by
their killer, or did he choose them because he knew that fewer
people would step forward to find out what happened to them? We
don’t have good, solid answers to these questions.

My impression is that their choices had
something to do with securing wellbeing, yet much within their
lives was beyond their control. The environment of London itself in
the nineteenth century was a danger. Literally hundreds of
thousands of Londoners were killed by the pollution in the air,
water, and food. New industries popped up everywhere to support the
burgeoning population and to exploit the cheap labor market. Small
factories occupied converted tenements or houses that once held
families in residential neighborhoods. Sometimes, only a part of
such a tenement or house was occupied by industry while the rest
still functioned as a residence for individuals or families. With
an increase in the use of chemistry, and with little knowledge of
the damage many chemicals inflicted upon the bodies of those
exposed to them, industries, such as match making, destroyed the
lives of their workers and those living within close proximity to
production. Those who suffered often did so without knowing why
until it was too late. Matchmaking is only one example of the
industrial poisoning of Londoners. Deadly chemicals were
everywhere. They were used in medicines and in prepared foods as
preservatives. Madness abounded, if not as a result of the
emotional hardships of life, then from chemical damage to the
brain.

A life of poverty in London was slowly
killing all of the Ripper’s victims. Survival within that
environment is the story that intrigues me because I see parallels
with life in my own time.

Regardless of whether the Ripper’s victims
had few opportunities to live better lives or were responsible in
large part for their predicaments, their legacy is pitiful and
poignant. Not the cute horror of Halloween perhaps or the
over-the-top-turned-almost-cartoon horror of slasher and zombie
films, the stories of the five murdered women are full of emotional
content, conflict, and drama. What happened to the victims of Jack
the Ripper is true horror, and in the telling of those tales
we are reminded that the more things change, the more they stay the
same.

When I was growing up, my mother had a
strange way of watching scary movies on television with the family;
she’d stand in the hallway beside the living-room, peeking around
the corner at the TV, ready to run away if the film became too
scary. Is that the way we as a society treat true horror? We all
love a fun scare, but when the suffering becomes too real, we want
to run away because it’s painful to witness. I suppose I’m saying
that if fewer of us looked away, if we had the courage to see,
there might be less actual horror in the world. So, here’s to
remaining in the living-room of life with our eyes wide open.
Sorry, Mama.

—Alan M. Clark

Eugene, Oregon
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Say Anything
but Your Prayers

A novel by

Alan M. Clark


Chapter
1: The Pursuit of Something Better

Whitechapel, London, September 30, 1888

Chilled from standing on Berner Street in
the damp night, watching for her client’s return, Elizabeth cursed
herself silently, and decided that if the fellow didn’t come back
by the time she finished her grapes, she’d give up on him.

She had met the gentleman on Aldgate High
Street and they’d spent a couple of hours together, eating and
drinking at the Bricklayer’s Arms pub a short distance away, and
then walking to Berner Street. All the while, they’d talked,
laughed, and paused occasionally for a bit of canoodling. Old
enough to be established, but young enough to have kept his looks
in a square-built manner, the man had an attractive, even-tempered
presence. His odd accent was perhaps American. In his dark suit,
overcoat, and billycock, he appeared to be a man of business, not a
laborer.

The gentleman bought her black grapes at
Packer’s greengrocer down the lane. Although pleased with the gift,
Elizabeth had to be careful with grapes since all except the juice
of the fruit gave her a stomach ache. She rolled one grape around
in her mouth to extract its nectar, while he ate a handful of
them.

Most men simply bought her drinks. The
purchase of the fruit suggested that her client had imagination and
quite possibly saw their time together as more than merely a
transaction. Indeed, she and the gentleman got along so well, she’d
begun to think he might be the one who would take her away from the
East End and provide for her in years to come. Elizabeth had been
looking for something better throughout her life; a better home,
better health, better employment, better food, better friends, and,
of course, a better man.

Before her husband, Jon, died, he had asked
her to find another man to take care of her. She had been with her
cash carrier, Mr. Kidney, for several years now, and though she had
sexual relations with him, he was a ponce. Almost any situation
would be better than what she had with him.

Elizabeth was trying to think of a way to
draw her client closer, to encourage his tendency to treat her as a
lover, when he’d given her a big smile, and said, “You hold here.
I’ll go to my room and be back in a trice with a bottle of fine,
sweet wine.”

“You could get a bottle at The Nelson, there
on the corner” she said, pointing.

“Not like the bottle I’ve got in my
room.”

Elizabeth didn’t want him to get away. “I’ll
go with you.”

He looked down, shaking his head slowly, and
she knew he didn’t want to be seen entering his home with a woman
of her caliber. “It’s not far,” he said, looking up again. “I’ll be
right back with the sweetest wine you’ve ever tasted.”

His words further increased her craving for
sweets and alcohol, tempting Elizabeth to risk the separation from
him to gain the wine. She also needed to spit out the grape skin,
seeds, and pulp, and not wanting to be indelicate in his presence,
she had merely nodded her head.

Bloody Hell, I should have got his name
before he walked away!

The dampness from the evening’s scattered
rains had brought out the ache in her old injury. Elizabeth bent
and rubbed the unevenness of her right shin, where the bones had
not been set correctly after her fall in
the barn thirty-five years earlier. A drink would help ease the
pain, and she thought about going into The Nelson and trying to
find a fellow to buy her one. No, she might miss her client’s
return.

She ate her grapes slowly. Seven remained in
the sack she held in her left hand. One stem of the fruit lay on
the wet footway at her feet. As she wiped grape juice from her lips
with one of her handkerchiefs, Elizabeth peered into the gloom,
looking out for her client among the people moving about the area.
Although after midnight, the neighborhood was remarkably busy.
Despite the numerous street lamps, her myopic sight left people
walking along the lane a blur until they were almost upon her.
Accustomed to the risks of waiting alone on the street, she
restrained her unease. For good or ill, she had the voices of her
two selves to keep her company; Bess, the callow child of hope, and
Liza, the cynical, hardbitten opportunist.


Chapter 2:
Favorites

Hisingen, Torslanda, Sweden, mid-summer 1855

Elizabeth’s mother, Fru Beata Carlsdotter,
was clearly in a mood. Placing a breakfast of bread and butter on
the kitchen table before her daughter, she said, “Foolish
girl.”

“How many times must you say that, Mother?”
Elizabeth asked.

“Every time I have to do for you what you
cannot with a cast on your leg.” Fru Carlsdotter pushed a dark curl
of hair away from her green eyes, wiped sweat from her plump face,
and turned away to clean pots and pans.

Elizabeth couldn’t blame all her irritation
on her mother’s insult. Something had changed in the girl’s outlook
since the accident. A darker voice had emerged within her thoughts.
Sometimes the thoughts themselves did not seem to be the notions of
a twelve-year-old. She didn’t think she liked the new facet of her
temperament.

She wanted vodka.

A loud rap came from the corner of the room.
One of Elizabeth’s crutches had fallen to the floor. Fru
Carlsdotter dried her hands and moved to the corner. Struggling
against her own plump belly, she bent slowly to pick up the crutch.
She leaned it into the corner with the other one. “Foolish girl,”
she said.

“Mother!”

As Fru Carlsdotter turned back to her work,
tears threatened to spill from her eyes. She wiped her face
quickly.

“Why are you crying?” Elizabeth asked
without sympathy.

“Your father wants Kristina to leave home. I
suppose I should thank you. Your sister was to go to Gothenburg
today to apply for her change of address certificate, but instead
she works with your father, doing your work. She’ll be home
a little longer.”

Elizabeth might have guessed the sadness had
something to do with Kristina. Their father, Herr Gustav Ericsson,
was a hard man used to having his way. Her older sister, beautiful
blonde and blue-eyed Kristina, currently seventeen years old, had
refused to marry any of the three young men who had asked for her
hand. All three were men of her father’s choosing. Herr Ericsson,
disgusted with Kristina’s unwillingness, had put his foot down. “If
you’re not wed by the end of spring,” he’d said last autumn,
“you’ll be going into the city to look for work. The farm can’t
continue to support us all.” Summer had come and Kristina remained
unwed, while the price of milk, butter, and potatoes continued to
fall.

Kristina didn’t want to leave home.
Elizabeth couldn’t understand her sister’s desire to stay. Life on
the farm was monotonous, full of hard work with little social
contact. Elizabeth yearned for something better, to be away from
her family, to start a new life with an opportunity for adventure.
She looked forward to a time when she’d be old enough and smart
enough to find her own way.

Elizabeth heard her father come in through
the front door. As he passed by on his way out the back door, Herr
Ericsson glanced into the kitchen. He was tall and thin, with a
dour face framed by graying brown hair and whiskers. He didn’t
smile for her. The only time he seemed happy with her was when she
made his morning coffee and brought it to him. She hadn’t been able
to do that since breaking her leg. Though quite good in the
kitchen, her mother couldn’t seem to make good coffee. Being the
only one within the household to consistently make a good cup had
become a point of pride for Elizabeth. The trick was getting the
cast iron roaster heated properly in the fireplace coals before
putting the beans in it. The grinding and boiling was much easier
to get right. Once Elizabeth left home, Herr Ericsson would surely
miss her every time he wanted a cup.

“I’m certain you will not cry for me
when I leave home” she said. The bitter words surprised
Elizabeth. They seemed to come from the new unnamed voice within
her thoughts.

Fru Carlsdotter spun around and glared, her
face reddening and her hand raised to strike. “If not for your
injury, Liza Black Tongue, I would slap your mouth.”

Elizabeth cringed.

Fru Carlsdotter lowered her hand, and turned
away to clean up the kitchen. “You have been lashing out with that
tongue ever since you broke your leg, foolish girl.”

Normally, Fru Carlsdotter used the name Liza
Black Tongue when Elizabeth was caught in a lie. Lately, however,
her mother also called her that when Elizabeth spoke angrily.

Since breaking her leg, Elizabeth had been
unaccountably disagreeable with her mother. Kristina had always
been Fru Carlsdotter’s expressed favorite child, and received
preferential treatment, but Elizabeth had never before shown
resentment regarding that.

Even as she tried to dismiss her spiteful
attitude as unworthy childishness, the new voice within her
thoughts spoke up. She would send you away now if she could keep
her precious Kristina. The bitterness of the voice surprised
her; so much so that the words she’d heard in her head seemed to
have come from someone else.

Ever since she could remember, she’d thought
of herself as Bess, after her early childhood mispronunciation of
her name as Elizabess. Bess, a gullible innocent, always seeking
approval, frequently trusted others and anticipated only the best.
She rarely spoke with bitterness. The new voice was different;
mistrustful of others, even her parents.

But, then, Elizabeth was different
since the injury. She had been tricked by the oldest of her two
younger brothers, Caspar, on the day she fell in the barn.

“The beam is only fifteen feet above the
floor,” he’d said. “Mother says you’re light as a feather, so, if
you tumble, the hay will break your fall.”

If Fru Carlsdotter had said that Elizabeth
was light as a feather, that stood out as a rare expression of
approval. She usually reserved her praise for Kristina alone.

Their father had warned against jumping from
the loft into piles of hay much higher than the one to which Caspar
referred. Herr Ericsson had forbidden the children to walk out on
the beam from which depended pulley blocks, hooks and ropes. Father
had said there might be tools hidden beneath the hay that could
seriously harm a falling child. But Elizabeth knew there were no
tools beneath the hay on that day. She had no intention of falling,
and she liked the idea of proving her mother right. Nimbly
traversing the beam that ran across the open space between the loft
and the splintery wall would be demonstration enough. If she
slipped, the consequences could not be too severe.

Caspar’s mischief wasn’t unusual. Elizabeth
might fault him for trying to trick her, but knew he wasn’t to
blame for what happened. Although she’d wanted to believe
otherwise, she had understood the dangers of walking on the beam in
the barn.

Elizabeth had started out across the dusty
timber like a music box ballerina, humming a ballad from a
broadside her father had brought home from a visit to Gothenburg,
taking mincing, delicate steps over the draped lengths of rope and
the metal fasteners of the tackle, her arms outstretched. She felt
beautiful in her light green morning shift and undergarments. The
view from the height and the risk were exhilerating. Elizabeth
would have willingly suffered her father’s punishment if only her
mother could see her.

Her left foot hung under one of the loops of
rope and she teetered toward the left. A sudden rush of energy made
her skin feel tight. Too late, she bent to her right and thrust out
her arms in that direction to compensate. Even so, she believed
she’d checked her fall, and grinned uneasily. But as she fell past
the beam, her smile fled and she gulped a breath to scream.
Striking the floor with a loud snap in her shin, the scream flew
from her lungs along with her breath. Elizabeth lay stunned, an odd
numbness in her lower right leg.

Caspar appeared above her making a fuss, his
eyes wide and his mouth working, but she couldn’t understand
him.

Elizabeth tried to rise, and the pain struck
her. She saw the lower portion of her right leg and foot lying at
an odd angle, and her voice returned along with her scream.

Caspar put his hands to his ears and ran
from the barn. He returned shortly with their younger brother
Sveinn and their father. Mercifully, Elizabeth lost awareness for a
time until she found herself on the kitchen table. Her mother and
Sveinn braced her upper body and Caspar held her left leg down
while her father worked to set her broken limb. Excruciating pain
tore away all hope for escape, as he pulled and twisted the lower
portion of her leg, trying to position the ends of the break
together. Elizabeth cried out for him to stop.

Frustration contorted of his features as he
worked. Was he so angry with her for walking on the beam that he
would punish her by making the setting of her break more painful?
He looked at her with a grimace, and made one last effort to twist
her shin. The agony and pressure on her leg became so unbearable,
Elizabeth convulsed with a sudden strength born of desperation. She
wrenched her left leg free of Caspar’s grip, and kicked her father
in the face. Blood sprayed from Herr Ericsson’s nose and he backed
away, cursing.

Elizabeth screamed with the pain. She
couldn’t catch her breath, and her vision darkened. With that, the
pain lessened. She gulped for more breath and gratefully moved
toward the darkness.

The last thing she heard before she slept
was her father’s voice. “That’s the best I can do.”

~ ~ ~

The pain dragged her back to the waking
world, and she awoke to find her leg splinted and covered with
starched bandages. Fru Carlsdotter fed her vodka to ease the pain.
Herr Ericsson avoided looking at her most of the time, and when he
did, his gaze wasn’t a kindly one. His nose had swollen to twice
its normal size and turned and blue and purple.

Eventually a doctor came to the house and
examined Elizabeth.

“The break was not set perfectly, but it
will have to do,” he said. He put a proper plaster cast on it.

Your father has left you a cripple,
Elizabeth heard herself thinking. Cold and bitter, the thoughts
sounded out of place in her head at the time. That cynical voice of
caution—so distinctly different from the naive child, Bess, she’d
always heard before—had been with her since her fall, its presence
growing steadily stronger.

As she toyed with her buttered bread and
watched her mother clean the kitchen, the new voice gave her a bit
of advice. Your brother tricked you because you trusted him.
A mistrustful nature will help to protect you.

That is Liza Black Tongue speaking,
Elizabeth told herself, and she wondered if she should listen. For
a twelve-year-old with little worldly experience, the message
seemed to be good advice, yet she hesitated to encourage the
cynical facet of herself. She wasn’t sure she liked Liza.

Fru Carlsdotter slammed pots and pans
around, a sure sign of her continuing irritation with
Elizabeth.

You’d better be good or she will have
your father send you away soon, Liza warned.

She’s right, Elizabeth thought.

Possibly, Liza had her uses.

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Elizabeth said. “The
ache in my leg makes me irritable.”

“It’s been two months, now,” her mother said
without turning. “That excuse has worn thin.”

Make her feel sorry for you, Liza
said. Tell her a lie if you have to.

Elizabeth didn’t want to tell a fib. Still,
if she must be mistrustful of others, there was no reason
she should remain trustworthy. “A beetle crawled into my
cast last night while I was in bed, and chewed my leg. When it
crawled out this morning, I smashed it.”

Fru Carlsdotter set down the cleaning rag
she’d been using and turned, a skeptical look on her face.

Elizabeth donned her most innocent Bess
expression and gave her mother an even gaze. “The itch of it kept
me from sleep, and you know the break hurts most when I’m
weary.”

Fru Carlsdotter looked troubled for a
moment, then said, “Perhaps you need a bit of vodka and a nap.”

Elizabeth had to control herself to keep
from showing her delight. She hadn’t had vodka for over a week.
Although she didn’t need the intoxicant for pain, she had been
craving it, and didn’t want her mother to see her eagerness.

Yes, Elizabeth decided, she did like Liza,
after all.


Chapter 3: A New
Life

Fru Carlsdotter did cry when Elizabeth left
home at seventeen years of age.

Elizabeth had responded no better than her
sister had to the very same men presented by her father as suitors.
Like her father, they were farmers. She’d seen enough of that sort
to prefer taking a chance on making a life in the city. Elizabeth
wanted something better, and would make a new start in Gothenburg
where she hoped to find a little adventure.

Fru Carlsdotter took the morning off from
her job as a maid, risking dismissal to be home to see Elizabeth
off. Her father and two brothers, however, seemed to begrudge her
the farewell during their busy work day.

Elizabeth was to walk to the farm south of
her home to ride into the city with the Adamsson family in their
wagon. Happy to be leaving, she didn’t expect to weep, yet when the
time came for her to turn away from her mother and begin walking,
she could not stop her tears.

As her sister had done, Elizabeth would live
for a time in Gothenburg with an old friend of her mother's family,
Hortense Andersdotter. Elizabeth had met the woman once many years
ago, but didn’t remember her well. She knew that Fru Andersdotter
was in her eighty-first year, and that she’d suffered a recent
decline in health.

In early September 1860, Elizabeth arrived
at Fru Andersdotter's small wooden house in the Majorna district in
Ösp Lane, and rang the bell at the gate that led into a neglected
garden in front. A woman, withered and stooped, emerged from the
house and slowly made her way across the garden. Halfway to the
gate, she seemed to focus on Elizabeth and motioned for her to
enter.

Elizabeth passed through the gate cautiously
and approached. Fru Andersdotter had lost most of her hair. She
wore stained nightclothes. Although her wrinkled face held a severe
look of concentration, her features took on a warm expression when
she got a good look at Elizabeth.

“Fru Andersdotter,” Elizabeth said.

“Please call me Hortense. I’m glad you’ve
come. You look so like your mother.”

Elizabeth didn’t know if she’d be
comfortable using the old woman’s first name. She set her bags down
on the path. The late summer sun felt good on her face. “You got my
letter, then.”

“Yes, but I have not found anyone to help me
write back to you yet.” Hortense held up her twisted, arthritic
hands. “I can no longer write.”

“I took the chance of coming—”

“Yes, you needn’t apologize,” the old woman
said with a smile. “If you will cook and clean, just as your sister
did, you may stay with me.”

Elizabeth smiled and nodded eagerly.

“What a relief,” Hortense said in a giddy
voice. “I will live longer if I don’t have to depend on my neighbor
to feed me.”

“Is she that bad a cook?” Elizabeth
asked.

Hortense took Elizabeth’s hands and squeezed
them gently. “No, but like everything else, it costs money for her
to prepare my food. The roof over my head and my meals are paid for
by what little remains of my dear, departed Herr Bjorkman's
estate.”

Elizabeth tilted her head, a question in her
eyes.

“My husband,” Hortense said, answering the
unspoken question. “He did not prepare for me to live so long. The
funds will run out soon. I hope to join him before that
happens.”

Elizabeth hid her surprise at such frank
talk. Still, she thought she liked the old woman.

Hortense released her, turned, and shuffled
toward the house. Elizabeth picked up her bags and followed. A
powerful stench greeted her inside. Moving through the interior,
she identified the sources of the smell: unwashed clothing, a dirty
kitchen, and a multitude of vessels serving as makeshift chamber
pots, all filled with slops. Her eyes went wide. She realized her
mouth had dropped open and closed it quickly to help keep out the
smell and the flies buzzing all around.

“I often cannot make it to the privy in
time,” Hortense said uncomfortably.

Elizabeth gave her a tight smile. “I’ll get
to work.”

~ ~ ~

Elizabeth had the house cleaned up in two
days. She couldn’t get all of the smell out. Eventually, she grew
accustomed to the odor, and couldn’t smell it anymore.

The two women got along well, but Elizabeth
found herself devoting all her time to doing those things the old
woman could not do for herself. She thought back to the healing of
her broken leg and how irritable her mother had been during that
time. She understood and sympathized with Fru Carlsdotter’s
frustration.

To keep the house free of foul odor and
flies, Elizabeth tried to support Hortense as she made her way to
the privy behind the house. Because the old woman so often
evacuated her bodily waste on the way, Elizabeth gave up on that
form of assistance and turned to more frequent cleaning of chamber
pots. Hortense owned two chamber pots, one for each of the house’s
bedrooms. So predictable had become unexpected loss of bowel
control that Elizabeth kept in service two of the makeshift chamber
pots, a large dented kettle and a crockery mixing bowl, so there
would be one in each room of the house.

Although the food she prepared was spare,
she was accustomed to eating little. She read to Hortense in the
evening and remained dutifully by her side.

Elizabeth wrote to her sister, at the
address their mother had provided, telling of her situation and
expressing a desire to see her. At first she got no reply from
Kristina. She kept writing, and, after a few weeks, a letter
came.

Dearest Elizabeth,

Please forgive me for the delay in writing to you,
but my life is too full for correspondence. With the children, I
have too many responsibilities at this time to visit with you. I
hope you find a good home in the city.

Please write again next year.

Most heartfelt regards,

Fru Kristina Gustavsdotter

Elizabeth had no desire to write to her
sister again.

She became restless and bored, and wanted to
leave Hortense to find a new home, yet she couldn’t bring herself
to abandon the old woman who so obviously needed help.

If you’re more diligent in your care, Fru
Andersdotter will recover her health, Bess said.

The old wretch is beyond help, Liza
said. Still, she might have money tucked away that she’ll give
you if you’re a good enough companion.

Elizabeth didn’t believe either suggestion,
and could see no way out. She had no time to look for a proper job,
and she knew she would not feel good about herself if she left
Hortense in the unfortunate position in which she’d found her.
Apparently the old woman had no family to help out.

By mid-October, Hortense had noticed
Elizabeth’s restlessness. “You must leave the house and see
something of the city.”

“I go to market for our food,” Elizabeth
said.

“Going to market and back is not enough. You
should go out and have a good meal. I would go with you myself, but
I fear I might not return. There’s a nice young man who helped me
one afternoon when I fell in the garden. I believe his name is Herr
Lydersson. Klaudio is his given name, if I remember. He lives with
his uncle in the green house across the lane. You’re a pretty girl.
If you spent time in the garden—”

“—And perhaps fell,” Elizabeth said with a
laugh. “I believe I’ve seen him—a handsome blonde fellow?”

“Yes,” Hortense had a mischievous look in
her eye. “Look out for him when you leave and return from market.
You might like him.”

The old woman’s suggestion surprised
Elizabeth—a young woman her age should have a chaperone for an
outing with a young man.

She trusts you, Bess said. You’re
mature for your age. She must trust the young man too.

Although Elizabeth blamed Hortense’s
doddering mind for the neglect of propriety, she liked what Bess
suggested. Elizabeth was currently responsible for herself, after
all, since the old woman represented no reasonable adult
protection.

~ ~ ~

In October, Elizabeth met Herr Lydersson
much the way Hortense had suggested. Of medium height and build, he
appeared to be about twenty-five years old. He had a prominent
nose, square, clean-shaved jaw, blue eyes, and light blonde hair
worn a little long. Handsome, Elizabeth thought. They’d struck up a
conversation in the lane between the houses. He’d asked Elizabeth
to call him Klaudio, then invited her to have a meal with him at
The Siren’s Promise, a local tavern.

She accepted the invitation, prepared
Hortense’s dinner early, and walked with Klaudio about a quarter of
a mile to the tavern.

“I work the docks for now,” Klaudio said as
they began their meal of herring, potatoes and vodka, “but will
sail for England when I’ve saved a bit of money. My mother is
English. When my Father died a few years ago, she returned to her
family there. Everything in London is bigger and better. I visited
as a child, and saw the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace.
Soon I’ll return to England and build a new life.”

Klaudio continued talking about England for
some time, allowing for no interruption.

He’s not interested in anything you have
to say, Liza said. He’s up to no good.

As one always seeking something better,
however, Elizabeth listened with great interest to his tales of
London. The English city sounded much better than Gothenburg. While
he spoke, she ate all her dinner and gulped her vodka. Although she
had frequently wanted to indulge, she hadn’t had any of the drink
since the time of her broken leg. Klaudio had bought a bottle and
she allowed him to pour her a tall drink.

At first, the alcohol gave her a giddy
vitality. The images that filled her head as he talked set her
imagination ablaze. He spoke about the English capital as the
center of a vast global empire and a thriving mix of peoples from
all over the world.

“The railway network,” he said, “much
greater than what we have in Sweden, links every corner of the
British nation. Soon the steam-powered locomotives will also run
through tunnels under the city of London. Everyone in the capital
will ride a train wherever they want to go.”

Klaudio’s words stoked her desire for
adventure, and a need to see more of the world. She smiled with
delight, but suppressed her giggles for fear that Klaudio would
look upon her as a silly child.

She craved more vodka, and as she kept
drinking, the giddiness passed and was replaced by a sluggishness.
Then, she no longer heard Klaudio’s words. The tavern had become
hot and over-crowded. She grew dizzy and nauseated. Elizabeth
wondered how she could gracefully get away from Klaudio’s
monotonous rambling, which seemed to increase her discomfort by the
minute.

Abruptly, she became certain she would vomit
in the tavern if she didn’t get out immediately and find some
air.

“Is something wrong?” Klaudio asked, as she
rose and headed for the door to the street, holding her hands over
her mouth.

Patrons looked at her with surprise,
concern, contempt.

Elizabeth made it to the street before her
dinner came up. She crouched in the gutter to retch, the juices of
her stomach, the food, and the drink burning her throat as it came
up and kept coming in fits for several minutes.

Klaudio had not emerged from the tavern.
Patrons going in or coming out gave her a wide berth. Elizabeth's
vision swam in a confusion of light and shadow. She’d never been so
intoxicated and disoriented. Her mother had never given her enough
to do more than provide a soft euphoric feeling. Elizabeth didn’t
think she could stand without falling. Still crouched in the
gutter, she kept her face down, her arms draped over her head in
shame as the minutes passed and her intoxication deepened.

She heard footsteps, and then a hand gripped
her left arm.

“They wouldn’t let me leave until I’d paid,”
Klaudio said.

Elizabeth didn’t care. She wanted to go
home.

“Let me help you,” he said.

She rose and was aware that she stumbled
along beside him for a time as the night became darker and
quieter.

~ ~ ~

Elizabeth awoke in a strange, musty bed.
Morning had come.

Her head ached and throbbed. Some of the
dizziness remained. Her thoughts came through a fog. She felt a
separation from herself.

Asleep, Klaudio rested naked beside her.

She discovered her own nakedness just
beneath the grayed bedclothes. The bedding beneath her felt
wet.

Elizabeth tried to remember what had
happened, but there was nothing after the memory of him leading her
away from the tavern.

She found wetness between her legs.
Something had dried in the hair of her crotch, leaving it matted
and stiff. She touched the sticky wetness and saw red on her
fingers.

Surely she dreamed! Or had she been
stabbed?

Of course you have, Liza said.
Klaudio did this to you.

Elizabeth sat bolt upright, her senses
suddenly too keen. The world around her pressed in with a reality
that belied the suggestion of a dream. A small room with a single
window surrounded her. The walls were a faded blue. The furnishings
were spare; a table beside the bed, an old beaten-up wardrobe.
Clothes littered the floor—her clothes!

No, he could not have taken advantage of her
as she slept.

No one would do that, Bess said.
He must be in love with you.

Ridiculous, Liza said.

Elizabeth shook her head and the throbbing
pain worsened.

I might become pregnant! If she
became a mother so young, she’d be like so many women she’d known
in life who were tied to one small community, increasingly
dependent on others for her well-being and with little to look
forward to but a dull existence of hard work.

Surely in a large city like
Gothenburg, Liza said, there are those who know how to take
care of such things.

Even in the small Hisingen farming community
where she’d grown up, women whispered of methods of ending a
pregnancy.

Elizabeth got up to fetch her clothes, and
Klaudio stirred. She quickly slipped into her skirt and covered her
breasts with her blouse and stockings.

“Why so shy?” Klaudio asked, sitting up in
the bed.

Elizabeth backed up against the wall. She
looked for a way out. The door, her only escape, lay beyond his
side of the bed.

“I—”

“You’re frightened?”

“Yes.” The word was barely a whisper as her
shame roared in her head with the throbbing pain.

“No one will harm you.”

“May I go home?”

“It’s right next door.”

Elizabeth realized she was at his home, next
door to Fru Andersdotter’s house.

“Your uncle—”

“Gone to sea.”

Klaudio got up, donned his clothing while
she watched. Increasing her unease, she noticed he was handsome
without clothes too.

“I must go to the privy,” he said. “If you
are not here when I return, I hope to see you soon.”

He exited the room and left the door
open.

Elizabeth donned her clothing and walked in
the late autumn chill across Ösp Lane to Hortense’s house.

She discovered that morning had, in fact,
long since passed. The house was cold since the fires had been
allowed to go out. Hortense sat in the kitchen, bundled in the
blankets from her bed. She had missed a meal because Elizabeth had
not been there to prepare it for her. After hurrying to build a
fire in the kitchen stove and in the fireplace in the parlor,
Elizabeth sat the old woman down in the kitchen and fed her.

“I’m so sorry to have abandoned you,” she
said, but out of shame, she made no effort to explain further.

Hortense remained silent and thoughtful for
a moment, then said, “As long as you’re happy, I’m not concerned. I
know you needed to get away for a while.” She smiled. “You are
forgiven.”

Thankfully, Hortense asked no questions
about the matter. The poor old woman had every right to be angry.
With her gracious response, Elizabeth’s task of forgiving herself
became more difficult.


Chapter 4: For Her
Trouble

Elizabeth’s horror at finding she’d lost her
virginity to a relative stranger came less from moral outrage than
from a sense that she’d been tricked out of a formative first
experience. She wished she’d been awake and aware for the event.
Although angry with Klaudio, and somewhat afraid of him, she’d been
thinking about his naked body ever since.

As a child, Elizabeth had been baptized and
confirmed in the Swedish Lutheran Church. She had studied the Small
Catechism of Martin Luther, and taken the examination conducted by
the Church, but her commitment to the religion was only as strong
as that of her parents. They had shown no fervent belief through
the years. Too busy perhaps making ends meet and raising their
children, they had exhibited the bare minimum of devotion to the
church required to get along with others of the community.

One afternoon after a bath, she looked at
her body in a mirror in her room, trying to determine if Klaudio
had seen something in her he might want again. She stood about five
and half feet tall, and had light-brown curly hair and grey-green
eyes. Her long neck, small breasts and a thin face gave her a
willowy look. She still had the lips and nose of a young girl, but
her eyes were quite attractive. Her right shin, slightly lumpy
where her broken tibia had not been set properly, bowed forward a
bit. At certain angles that could not be seen. Despite liking most
of what she saw, she couldn’t know if Klaudio had found her
especially appealing.

He didn’t come to see her. When coming and
going from the house, Elizabeth hurried past his uncle’s house to
minimize the chance that she’d see him. As the cold, lonely months
of November and December passed, though, her restlessness grew and
in early January, she sought his company again.

Klaudio wanted to introduce her to a British
merchant seaman friend, Mr. Robert Turner. The friend met them at
The Siren’s Promise. Mr. Turner was introduced to her as
Robert.

Elizabeth had balked at the idea of
returning to the tavern after her last performance there. Klaudio
put her at ease, telling her the establishment served so many
people that surely no one working there would not remember her.
When the two men and Elizabeth arrived at the tavern, she noticed
that the establishment was much busier than the last time she
visited. The smoke-filled air burned her eyes. As they looked for
seating, Klaudio and Robert shouted their words to be heard over
the raucous laughter and conversation. Finally, they found a table
in a cramped corner a bit less noisy.

When a child, Elizabeth had learned to read,
write, and speak some English from her aunt Tirtza, her father’s
older sister. The aunt had served as a domestic servant in a
British household when a young woman. Even so, she could not keep
up with the conversation between her two male companions. Klaudio
made little effort to include her in their discussion.

He is still not interested in what you
have to say, Liza said.

Yes, but you’ve caught the eye of the
Englishman, Bess said. Perhaps he will become fascinated
with you, and carry you off to London where you can travel the city
by rail.

Robert stood six feet tall, had dark-hair, a
thin face, side whiskers, and a turned up, boyish nose. He smiled
for Elizabeth, glanced at her warmly, and made an effort to speak
with her. She understood many of the words—although he did not
speak them with a Swedish accent, as Aunt Tirtza had—and they came
too fast for her to keep up.

Again, during dinner, Klaudio poured tall
drinks from a bottle of vodka he’d ordered. Elizabeth wanted the
exuberant feeling she’d got at first during the last meal at the
tavern. She would avoid, however, going too far with her drinking
and becoming ill. As she ate her meal, she sipped her drink even
though she wanted to gulp it. When finished eating, she wanted more
vodka, yet she decided to quit for the night.

Klaudio poured more in her glass before she
could stop him. She didn’t drink from it. He seemed to notice, and
made a toast in English she couldn’t understand. When she didn’t
respond, he nudged her in a friendly manner, and said “Skål!”

“Cheers,” Robert said, as Elizabeth
reluctantly raised her glass. He downed his vodka, a couple of
ounces. When she took only a sip, both men balked and gestured for
her to turn the glass up and drink it all.

Elizabeth wouldn’t have them think she
didn’t know how to have a good time, so she took a larger drink.
Still, vodka remained in her glass.

Klaudio wants you drunk, Liza said.
He will molest you again when you’re helpless.

Elizabeth didn’t agree. The Englishman was
with them. They were having a good time. The warmth of the drink
spread through her in a comfortable manner and with it came an
amorous feeling toward Klaudio. She thought of his naked form, the
taper from his shoulder to hips, the muscular shapes of his legs
and buttocks. Robert would eventually leave them—preferably sooner
than later—and then she’d be present and aware when the lovemaking
began.

Klaudio poured a new round of vodka. When he
got to Elizabeth’s glass, she held her hand over it.

He smiled and set the bottle down.

“You’re a pretty girl,” Robert said, and he
raised his glass. “Cheers.”

“Thank you,” Elizabeth said, but she made no
move to take a drink.

The two men were insistent. She looked at
the liquid in her glass, a larger amount than she’d thought.

Perhaps the effect will be less if you
drink it quickly, Bess said.

~ ~ ~
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